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        Vacant Throne

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa Meadows, a worker at a local home improvement store, returns home one evening to her home invaded by burglars. A bad night gets worse when, after accidentally killing one, an angel appears before her and tells her she is destined to die. Alyssa takes exception to that and saves herself, only to find out that angels don’t like destiny being messed with. She finds herself shunted off to an alternate world filled with magic and monsters to preserve Earth’s future.

Story is complete, though you may find a handful of extras at https://www.towercurator.com/story/vacant-throne/.
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                “You can’t do this!”

Tenebrael stared down at the angelic figure before her with a bright smile on her face.

Poor Iosefael. Tiny crystalline teardrops formed at the corners of her eyes. It really detracted from her defiant stare. With how much her arms trembled, Tenebrael doubted anyone would take her seriously. If she would just be a little more selfish and a little more confident, she might actually make something of herself.

For now, Tenebrael brushed her black fingernails over Iosefael’s golden armor.

The angel flew back from the touch, crashing into the wall of the sepulcher. A rain of dust fell and clung to the otherwise pristine golden armor while cobwebs tangled into her blond hair. One of the stone slabs bearing the name of the humans interred within the mausoleum came loose from the wall. It crashed to the ground with a resounding thud, cracking in two.

Iosefael let out a slight moan from the back of her throat as she saw the slab. Entirely unconcerned with having been thrown back across a room or the unkempt state of her appearance, she knelt and brushed the fingers of her single golden gauntlet over the slate. A mystic circle containing a diamond, a square, and a second circle appeared where she touched the stone for just a brief moment. The spiral of gold armor running from her gauntlet up to her elbow started glowing. In a flash of light, the stone was whole again. With all the reverence of a pallbearer, she used both hands to lift the stone and replace it in its slot.

Only then did she turn her glare back to Tenebrael. “Why are you here? You’re not even supposed to be on this world. Go back to your own!”

Tenebrael, who had been watching the angel’s nonsensical actions with her arms crossed over the stomach cutout of her dark dress, simply shrugged. “Nod just isn’t as exciting as the other worlds. I know too much about it. Every little thing that happens goes according to my designs.”

“Your designs? You’re supposed to guide your world with a gentle hand,” Iosefael said, smoothly moving her bare hand through the air. “People aren’t supposed to dance to your whims.” She punctuated her statement with a confident fist to her hips.

Tenebrael chuckled. She couldn’t help it. Iosefael could be so innocent at times. “And just what would you know about Dominions? You obviously don’t have one of your own,” she said, flaring her four wings behind her. Midnight black feathers drifted to the floor with all the serenity of a calm mountain creek. “Besides. My designs always align with the book. No matter how much I try to change events.”

The feathers of Iosefael’s two wings twitched as she drew them around her. Though obscured, her shoulders definitely slumped. It only lasted for a moment. With renewed vigor, the crossed pupils of her luminescent green eyes locked onto Tenebrael. “I don’t know why you’re being so mean, but I’ve got work to do. If you’ll excuse me, Tene.” She started to walk forward. The soles of her metal shoes only clicked against the marble floor twice before she froze.

Black concentric rings appeared before Tenebrael’s outstretched hand. They weren’t quite full rings. Two half-moons, one broken facing upward and the other downward, held between them a five-point star. Runes and insignias filled in the empty spaces as Tenebrael spoke.

“Principality Iosefael! By the power vested in me by… well, myself,” Tenebrael said, pausing a moment to stifle a laugh. “Target: Principality Iosefael. Base core restraint projection. Reinforcing composite materials. Reinforcement grade: Divine. Calculating anchor points. Reinforcing anchor points. Reinforcement grade: Divine. Target spatial coordinates locked; stochastic evasion routes calculated and nullified. Hereby and henceforth, I bind thee for a period lasting no longer and no less than twelve hours.”

Iron manacles clasped down around Iosefael’s arms and legs while a thick chain connected her to the wall of the sepulcher. Were they ordinary iron, a being of Iosefael’s power would have been able to escape instantaneously. Yet her struggles did nothing but clank the chains together. Even as her face turned red from exertion, she failed to break the divinely reinforced bindings.

“You—You can’t chain me!”

“I think you’ll find that I can.”

Iosefael struggled, testing again the strength of the impervious manacles. Another mystic circle appeared around her hand. The moment it touched the iron, it shattered into nothing more than confetti. “How?” she asked, no longer glaring. Her eyes held a touch a fear.

“I have my ways. Perhaps one day I’ll show you. For now, you’re bound. Twelve hours. Then you can go free. Consider this… a vacation. A day of rest. You don’t get many of those, do you?”

“I can’t rest!” Iosefael shouted. “There are people out there that need salvation.”

“Ah yes,” Tenebrael said as she sauntered up to the bound angel. Reaching back into the fluff of golden feathers, she withdrew a thin black book. One with a little golden ribbon marking a place. “Don’t you worry about a thing. I’ll take care of those you’re responsible for tonight.”

“T-Tene,” the angel said as Tenebrael started walking away. “You’re just leaving me here?”

“Twelve hours. Then you may come find me.” Reaching the doors to the sepulcher, Tenebrael turned around with a grin. “I’ll hand your book back without complaint.”

The poor angel didn’t get a chance to respond. Grasping both doors, Tenebrael pressed them together. Moonlight shrank into a thin sliver on the floor as the gap narrowed. Sliding shut, the doors cut off all light to the room.

With a grin, Tenebrael turned from the stone crypt and all but danced through the graveyard. She tossed the little black book up into the air, let it spin a few times, and caught it right as it was opening to the bookmarked page.

“Let’s see what we have here,” she said as her black fingernail traced down the list of names. “Hmm… Some old man. Blech. Pass. A teenage auto accident? Tempting.” But her finger passed it by. An entry a few lines down had her licking her lips in anticipation. “Ah. Two murders. Perfect.”

            

    
        001.001 Near Death Experiences - Alyssa Meadows

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa dropped her keys off, letting them fall to the counter top with a clatter. The house was hot. Too hot. Especially after spending an hour at the gym. She was tired. She needed a shower, desperately. Most importantly, she needed some food. Pulling open the pantry door, she started scanning the shelves. Her eyes stared over the instant noodles, cereal, oatmeal, canned soups, potato chips, bread, and everything else inside. Finding absolutely nothing to eat, she moved on to the refrigerator. She wouldn’t admit it to anyone, but she stuck around with her head in the chilled air for a few minutes without even looking at the food. It felt nice against the lingering sweat. Eventually, she focused on food. After moving between the pantry and the fridge several times, she eventually settled for a frozen burrito.

Only to open up the box and find it completely empty.

“Mom!” she called out. “Dad ate all the burritos and left the box in the freezer again.”

Sighing, Alyssa returned to rummaging through the stores of food in search of anything edible. By the time she decided to simply order some Chinese takeout, she had spent nearly a half-hour looking for food. A half-hour during which she had never received a response from her mother. She was just about to call out again when she noticed the paper stuck to the fridge with a magnet.

“Called in to work,” Alyssa mumbled, reading from the paper. “Someone tried to break into the vault?” Expecting more details, she flipped the paper over to find nothing but blank space. “That seems more like a job for the police than a security guard, mom,” Alyssa said to no one in particular. Though being called in did explain why all the lights were out. Her mother couldn’t stand sitting around in the dark and always had at least one in the kitchen and one in the adjoining family room turned on. With her father off to his high school reunion, she had the house all to herself.

If only she had someone to invite over.

Shaking her head, Alyssa pulled out her cell phone to dig up some news on the attempted robbery. She tossed a frozen pizza into the microwave at the same time.

Earlier in the evening, roughly an hour before Alyssa got off work at the department store, two men stole and drove a school bus through the brick wall of the bank. According to the news article, they actually made it into the vault. No word on how. The bank closed at six, almost three hours before the robbery. The vault should have been long since closed for the day. One security guard had been killed—not her mother, but one of her coworkers—along with the bank manager when the bus rammed through the wall. A claims associate had also been on site, finishing out the day, but had been far enough away from the wall that nothing had hit her. Silent alarms had summoned the police, but the two robbers had escaped with a bag of cash.

Which was good news. Not the deaths, which were terrible and tragic even if Alyssa didn’t know the people. The good news was that no thieves were still around. Her mother would likely be standing around guarding an open door to whatever money had been left behind and probably didn’t have much possibility of encountering any more criminals.

Satisfied that nothing about the situation was going to immediately affect her, Alyssa turned her attention to the beeping microwave and pulled out her pizza. She had only just kicked back and sat down on the comfortable leather couch to eat when she heard a tapping. Nothing loud. Just a gentle rapping at the front door.

“’Tis some visitor,” she muttered, glancing at her cell phone, “tapping at the front door. At 11:30 in the evening.” Or perhaps not a simple visitor, she thought. The three people she still talked to from high school either worked this late—fast food, ugh—or lived on the opposite end of the city. Regardless of their situation, they would at least call before knocking on the door.

Another possibility sent chills up her spine. What if mom did get hurt? Her mother could be lying in a hospital bed bleeding out while Alyssa sat around eating pizza.

Pizza forgotten on the coffee table, Alyssa shot to her feet. She made her way to the door as calmly as possible while trying to still her rapidly beating heart.

Alyssa didn’t quite make it. The sound of shattering glass locked her in place before she even reached the hallway leading to the front door.

A fresh set of chills ran down her spine; she had a drastically different idea of just who might be at the front door. Someone with far less noble intentions than a police officer stopping by to talk about her mother. Unless that had been an accident. A definite possibility, but not a chance Alyssa was willing to take. Their neighborhood was not a prim and proper kind of place. It wasn’t a trailer park either, but their home likely had more to steal than a smaller residence.

Alyssa considered running to their gun safe. To do so, she would have had to run through the entry hall to the opposite side of the house to her parents’ room. Instead, she darted across the hall straight into her brother’s room. With Clark off to college, his room hadn’t seen much use. Luckily, he hadn’t been able to take most of his stuff with him. Especially his collection.

Feeling around in the dark wasn’t the best way to search. Turning on a light might be worse. She hadn’t heard anybody enter yet, but she didn’t want to turn on the light and signal where she was.

Her hands brushed over the dresser, feeling out an array of weapons. Some hatchet, a flintlock pistol—which was only a model and even if it wasn’t, Alyssa doubted it would be loaded—a wide variety of daggers, and something that felt like a wooden stick with a rock on the end. She grabbed the dagger with a spiked finger-guard and slipped it into her belt. Her boxing experience might help use what was effectively brass knuckles, but it wasn’t what she wanted. None of the weapons on the dresser had any reach to them. And they all seemed too lethal. She didn’t want to kill anyone.

Moving towards the closet, Alyssa just about tripped over exactly what she had been looking for. A hard metal bat.

Alyssa curled her fingers around the rubber grip as she heard the front door creak open. Holding her breath, she pressed her back up against the wall to the side of the bedroom door. She kept the bat at the ready just in case anyone came in. If no one came in, she was perfectly content to let them steal whatever they wanted. A missing television or laptop was far better than getting killed during a burglary gone wrong. She wished she could call the police. Unfortunately for that, her phone was back by the couch. All she could do was hope and pray.

Footsteps crept down the hall towards Alyssa. He hadn’t chosen to head towards Alyssa’s or her parents’ room, which was all that was in that side of the house. He moved towards the side with the kitchen, living room, dining room, her brother’s room, and a small office room.

The steps came slow and soft, but not soft enough. Maybe if the guy had taken off his shoes. Even then, each step sent a soft creaking of the wood through the old house.

Alyssa stayed where she was, entirely unmoving. Her brother’s room was first on the intruder’s path, straight across from the kitchen area. One on the left and the other right. Even as she tightened her grip on the bat, she prayed that he would pick the left and completely ignore the right.

Her prayers went unanswered.

A leather gloved hand pressed against the partially opened door, slowly nudging it open.

Alyssa didn’t hesitate. The moment he took a step into the room, she swung her bat at his stomach.

He doubled over with a groan, trying to gasp for the breath that she had knocked out of him. But Alyssa wasn’t done. If her mother had taught her anything, it was that an assailant was never out of the fight until he was either bound or dead. Killing him was a bit much, but knocking him out so she could tie him up would work. She brought the bat high over her head and swung it straight down on the hunched-over man.

With a sickening crack, he collapsed on the ground without trying to catch himself.

Alyssa, suddenly breathing heavily, didn’t move. She listened. There had only been one set of footsteps, but that didn’t mean that a second person couldn’t come. After a moment of waiting, she let out a sigh and flicked on the room lights.

“Oh damn it.” She dropped the bat, backing away from the prone body as it landed on the carpeted floor with barely a thump. He had a balaclava over his face, but nothing on his neck. Purple and black blemishes already covered the visible skin. A protrusion right at the base of his head stuck out like a sore thumb. Or a broken neck.

She hadn’t meant to kill him. Give him a concussion, maybe. Nothing more.

Yet there he lay, unmoving with his neck snapped.
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                A queasy sensation welled up in the pit of Alyssa’s stomach as she stared down at the obviously broken neck.

Alyssa turned away, fumbling around in her pocket for her cell phone. It wasn’t there. Right. Back on the couch. She stumbled, shaking knees failing to support her. Letting herself sit on the floor for only a moment in an attempt to quell her nerves, she couldn’t help but let out a slight laugh as adrenaline flooded out of her body. Using the abandoned bed as a handhold to get up, Alyssa paused as her fingers brushed over a raven black feather. It wasn’t the only one around. When Alyssa looked up, the air was filled with them. She only got a moment to stare. A ghastly wind picked up, forcing her to close her eyes and shield her face with her arm.

As quick as it had come, the wind died down.

The flurry of feathers vanished. Not a single one remained, save for the one her fingers had pinned to the bed.

“Oh good! I made it in time. Stopping for that accident was a risk, but it paid off in the end.”

Alyssa spun, turning to find the overly chipper voice with her hand brushing over the hilt of the dagger she had grabbed. She didn’t actually draw it, freezing instead as she gaped at the scene before her, struck dumb by the sight.

A girl—A woman stood over the unmoving body of the intruder. That alone would have been surprising enough considering the lack of footsteps in the hall. With the size of the heels on the woman’s boots, she would never have been able to walk up a wood floor without making some noise. Even her dress that poofed out at the hips but was nearly skin-tight from the waist up with a heart-shaped cutout over her cleavage—a fantastical kind of thing that one might see in a cartoon—wasn’t that shocking. Her city was host to a costume convention once a year; people frequently came to her department store to buy supplies. The pasty gray skin with tattooed designs around her luminescent white eyes stood out a little more, but Alyssa found her eyes drawn to the woman’s wings.

Fluffy feathers spread out behind the woman, massive yet somehow still fitting within the relatively narrow door frame.

At first, Alyssa figured that it must be a costume. The rest rest of her appearance certainly didn’t detract from that theory. Some skin paint and glow-in-the-dark contact lenses could have been responsible for the odder features. The wings moved. And they didn’t move in a rigid manner that might have been the case had they been made from piping and wires. The little twitches, the graceful flow; these wings felt alive.

The woman’s eyes didn’t even flick towards Alyssa. Her attention honed in on the body between her legs and never left. It wasn’t the attentions of an anguished relative looking upon a deceased family member. Her eyes held a stare singularly unique to a child discovering a new toy.

As she stared, the tips of her wings brushed against the man. White mist flooded into the room from the body. A fog so thick that it may as well have been liquid. It lapped at Alyssa’s ankles, sending an unnatural chill through her legs.

For the woman, it didn’t just stop at her ankles. It rushed up, swirling around her legs and waist until it reached her dark lips. She opened her mouth and drank.

The fog receded, rushing across the floor in haste to reach the woman. In the near silence of the room, the rush almost sounded like faint shouts of a man in agony. Faint shapes appeared in the mist. Ghostly fingers grasped at Alyssa’s foot, but the ethereal fingers passed right through her without stopping.

It took a mere few seconds before the room was once again still and silent. Except for the woman. She writhed, squirmed in her high-heeled boots while wrapping her arms around herself in a tight hug.

“Ah, that’s it,” she said, more breath in her melodious voice than actual words. “Confusion and pain followed by more pain and just a bit of suffering until…” A long sigh escaped her lips as she pulled a little black book out from behind her back. She flipped open to a spot held by black bookmark and dragged a finger across the page.

Alyssa shook her head, finally dragging herself out of her stupor. “W-Who are you?” she said, unable to keep the tremble from her voice.

At first, the woman didn’t even look up. Then she blinked. She turned around to face out into the hallway and leaned to peer out, wings folding up behind her as she moved. Somehow, the mass of feathers fit into a space no wider than her slim profile. Apparently finding nothing, she turned back to Alyssa, quirking her head to one side while pointing a finger at herself through the heart-shaped cutout in her dress. “Me?” she asked, taking a step over the body towards Alyssa.

“Yes you!” Alyssa shouted. She couldn’t help herself. Backing away from the woman as she took another step forwards, Alyssa grabbed the machete from her brother’s desk and held it out in front of her. “Just stay back!”

“Aww, that is adorable,” the woman said, each word coming out like a church hymn. She pointed a finger at Alyssa and gave just the slightest tapping motion. An obsidian beam of light shot out from her black fingernail, crossed the short distance between them, hit the sharp edge of the machete, and knocked it out of Alyssa’s hands. It spun end over end until it embedded its blade into the drywall behind Alyssa. “But how can you see me?”

Alyssa, still standing with a shaking arm out as if she were holding onto the machete, couldn’t do anything as the woman took another step closer.

“You really shouldn’t be able to see me unless you’re dead. And you are not dead,” she said, holding out the open page of the black notebook.

Blocky symbols filled the entire page. Some strange language made up of squares overlaid on triangles, over circles. Nothing that Alyssa could read. Before she could try for more than a second, the woman flipped the book over to read for herself.

“See,” the woman continued, “it says so right here. You die in roughly a half-hour. After this guy’s dad comes in wondering what is taking so long with the robbery. He shoots you twice, stabs you thirty-seven times, then leaves you to bleed out.” The more she spoke, the wider her smile got, a faint glaze spread over her luminous eyes, and she started hugging herself again. Running a finger just under her lips to catch a thin trail of drool, she cleared her throat. “Ah, I’m getting excited just thinking about it. This man was just an appetizer compared to you,” she said, irreverently nudging the body with the heel of her boot.

“Wha-What are you?”

“Can’t you tell? I’m an angel.” As she spoke, she clasped her hands together as if in prayer and spread her wings behind her. “I even have a—” The woman cut herself off as she felt around above her head. Snapping her fingers, a bright golden ring appeared, nearly blinding Alyssa—she had to squint and avert her eyes—yet doing nothing to actually illuminate the woman’s dark hair or the rest of the room. “Doesn’t really suit me, does it?” she asked, vanishing it with another snap of her fingers.

Alyssa didn’t respond. She didn’t know what to say.

“Anyway, I’ll just wait right here,” she said, spinning around and sitting down on Clark’s bed. She crossed one leg tightly over the other in the same smooth motion. “You carry on with your panicking over killing someone. I don’t mind.”

At her words, Alyssa glanced back to the dead body. Then back to the self-professed angel, who had become intensely fascinated with her own fingernails. She only hesitated for a moment before taking off running over the dead body and down the hall.

“Where are you going?” the angel called after her. “You’re supposed to die in this room!”

In that case, sticking around definitely sounded like the wrong choice.

She ran past her own room and the bathroom, reaching her parents’ room at the end of the hall. The far end had a large walk-in closet. At the end of that, a safe as tall as Alyssa had been pressed against the wall. The front had a panel with a series of numbers.

Numbers Alyssa frantically pressed.

“One… Six… Four… One.”

Surprisingly enough, it hadn’t taken her more than one attempt despite her shaking fingers. The light turned green and Alyssa spun the three pronged wheel. With the door swung open, Alyssa had a series of guns in front of her; a variety of rifles, shotguns, pistols, and even several canisters of pepper spray. Most of the weapons in the safe were unloaded. But not all of them.

Alyssa slid a thin can of pepper spray into each of her pants pockets, glad she had never been one to wear tight-fitting clothing even at the gym. She did hesitate for just a moment before taking hold of the emergency gun. Though she had fired it a few times, she wasn’t sure of the make, model, or even what size of bullets it took. It was the only weapon that was kept loaded. For anything else, she would have to fumble around with cartridges in the dark.

But if she got through this alive, she promised to thank her mother the moment she saw her and to never complain about being dragged off to the shooting range again.

Clasping the pistol in both hands, Alyssa flicked off the safety.

“You can’t hide, you know.”

Alyssa screamed. She might have pulled the trigger had she not kept her finger along the trigger guard. Cutting her cry short with a hand over her mouth, she stared at the… the thing between her and the closet’s exit.

“Now, now, let’s head back to your brother’s room, why don’t we?”

“You’re going to kill me,” Alyssa spat. Her grip tightened around the gun, but she didn’t point it at the woman. If it got knocked out of her hands like the machete had been, she wouldn’t have anything left to defend herself with besides the pepper spray. For some reason, she had a niggling feeling that the spray wouldn’t do much to the woman.

But the angel didn’t advance. Her hands balled up into fists and pressed against her hips. The grin that had thus far been unwavering slipped. “What? No. I’m… That’s just… Well I am just offended that you would think one of His angels would slaughter a human. It is quite literally impossible.” Her hands clasped together again half-way through speaking as she turned her gaze towards the ceiling. “Besides,” she said, snapping her eyes back to Alyssa, “didn’t I tell you? Your—”

“Gilbert?” A voice shouted from outside the closet. “I swear, boy, if you’re eating all their food instead of grabbin’ shit, I’ll give you a whoopin’ when we get back.”

“Besides,” the so-called angel said again as Alyssa held her breath, “your executioner has arrived.”
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                “I’d tell you that it will be painless, just a few pricks and then an eternity of happiness and pleasure, but angels are forbidden from lying. I’ve been trying to get around that little annoyance for—”

“Shut up,” Alyssa hissed to the overly chipper thing. Though she didn’t know why she bothered. The angel wasn’t even trying to be quiet.

Which actually lent credit to her claims of being supernatural. Standing right in the doorway out of Alyssa’s parents’ room and talking, the angel avoided all illusions of subtlety. With the third intruder of the evening being just down the hall, he either would have seen the angel or heard her. Alyssa hadn’t totally discounted the idea that everything was a prank. The angel’s light-show back in Clark’s room could have been nothing more than smoke and mirrors.

For the moment, Alyssa was leaning towards believing the angel’s outlandish claims. Pranks tended to go south once one of the people died. Or so she would expect.

Alyssa found the father’s anguished cries too real to fake. Movies just didn’t quite get anguish right. The noises he made were unnerving on a level that Alyssa had never experienced before.

He started out berating his son, Gilbert, for laziness. That stopped the moment that he had seen his son’s legs sticking out of the bedroom—presumably; Alyssa had still been in the closet at the time. In her flight from her brother’s bedroom, she hadn’t shut off the lights. It would have been attention grabbing and obvious to anyone who moved from the entryway to the hall.

From then on, he let out a few confused whispers of “Gilbert?” and “Boy?” as he made his way down the hall.

“No, no, no!” he had cried just as Alyssa worked up the nerve to peek out of the closet and toward him.

He sat at the bedroom’s threshold, sobbing while cradling his son’s body and rocking back and forth.

It honestly had Alyssa feeling sick to be watching and listening to him while knowing that she had killed his son. Had the kid even been armed? She hadn’t checked. Neither had she noticed any weapons falling to the floor, though he could easily have landed on them before she had turned on the lights.

A part of her wanted to say that they deserved it for breaking into her home. At the same time, listening grew harder and harder the longer she heard the grown man crying.

She kept one eye around the edge of the door frame, watching him anyway. Watching made her slightly nervous for reasons entirely unrelated to her having killed Gilbert. At any moment, he could notice her leaning around the corner. At the moment, he had his back to her. So long as he kept it that way, she should be mildly safe.

“Ugh, he should have shot you by now. Right in the knee so you can’t run away. You’re going to miss your deadline. Heh. Deadline,” she said with a chuckle. “I crack myself up.”

Alyssa, entirely unamused, did not bother humoring the thing by responding. Instead, she peeked around the side of the door frame again, making sure that the man was still down the hall. If she hadn’t been so foolish as to leave her cell phone, she could have called for help. They had long since gotten rid of landlines in the house. For now, she was just hoping that the angel was right, strange as that might seem.

In some potential future that the angel believed in, that man killed her inside Clark’s bedroom. He probably found her right after finding his son and, in a rage, murdered her. With her hiding away on the opposite end of the house, he might have a moment to calm down and rationalize his actions.

“I have other souls to collect, you know? Maybe it’s time for some Divine Inspiration!”

Alyssa tore her eyes from the hall and met the glowing eyes of the angel.

Arms crossed over her chest, the angel put on a smug smirk as she snapped her fingers. The moment she did, a footstep echoed up the hall.

“You!” Another step resounded through the house.

At the sound, Alyssa couldn’t help herself. She peeked around the door frame again.

“You did this to ma boy?” He had moved too far out of the light to see his face as anything but shadows and gray wisps of hair almost glowing against the background light. Tear streaks glistened on his face despite the poor light. “I’ll kill you. Ya ain’t getting away.”

His shaking arm snapped up to point at Alyssa. A metallic glint at the end of his arm caught the faint light.

Alyssa dove to the side. The deafening crack of a gunshot rang through the house an instant after. She couldn’t tell where it hit, but she wasn’t going to stick around to find out. Crawling on her hands and knees as another two gunshots fired off from somewhere down the hall, Alyssa made it to the far side of the bed.

All the while, the angel stood in the open with a grin on her face.

This time, Alyssa did not peek over the top of the bed when the footsteps shifted from the hardwood hall to the soft carpeted bedroom. She kept her head down, her hands on the pistol, and her finger on the trigger.

“It’s over girl,” he said, flicking on the lights.

Pain stung her eyes from the sudden brightness. Sheer adrenaline and force of will kept her eyes open despite the constricting of her pupils. Despite her eyes’ issues, her ears worked without error.

The footsteps continued into the room. Not towards Alyssa, but to the open door of the walk-in closet on the opposite side of the room.

He hadn’t seen her crouched behind the bed!

She didn’t have much time. Sooner or later, he would realize that she wasn’t in the closet. For the moment, he had his back to her once again.

Dishonorable? Maybe. But what good was honor when she was dead?

Alyssa popped out of her hiding spot gun first, resting her elbows on the top of the bed to help steady her trembling arms. The man flicked on the closet lights as he moved over to one side, knocking back a set of suit jackets to look behind them. With the lights on, Alyssa had a perfect view. She waited for a few seconds, just long enough for the man to move away from the side of the closet and back into full view.

Her finger pulled back on the trigger. Not just once. Alyssa squeezed down three times, sending three supersonic slugs slinging down into the narrow closet. Just like shooting down a shooting range.

Except she didn’t have ear protection on.

In fiction, fights could end in a single shot. They often did. Accidents often ended with a single shot in real life as well. But there were always stories about people who got shot ten times only to kill their assailant and make it to a hospital in time to live. That was a chance that Alyssa did not want to take.

Gritting her teeth, Alyssa fired two more times. She couldn’t tell if all of her bullets had hit. Some had. Blood trickled from three holes in his back, running down his denim jacket.

The man moved to one side of the closet, out of sight. Alyssa couldn’t tell if he had slumped over because she had hit something critical or if he was moving for better cover. Either way, she ducked back down and moved from being near the wall to the end of the bed. It wasn’t a far movement, but might just save her life if the man had caught a glimpse of her.

There she waited with her head down, straining her ears to hear any sign of movement from the closet.

“You—You killed him!”

Alyssa jumped, just about shooting herself in the thigh. Carefully removing her quaking finger from the trigger of the warm gun, she shot the angel nothing more than a glare. She didn’t know where the angel had gone after shouting about divine inspiration. Unless the angel represented some figment of Alyssa’s guilty conscience, a being of that power should have been able to knock away her gun just like the machete. Alyssa would have been entirely at the mercy of the intruder.

Yet the angel had just stood in the corner, watching with her dazzling eyes.

“You can’t just kill him,” she shrieked. All of her earlier chipper glee vanished. In its place, her voice carried a tone of fear.

Peeking around the side of the bed, Alyssa watched as the angel pulled out her black book again. Black nailed fingers flipped past the page marked with the ribbon that she had shown Alyssa earlier. The angel stopped at and stared at another page, slowly opening her mouth in abject horror.

“Oh no…”

            

    
        001.004 Near Death Experiences - Balancing the Scales

    
    
    
    
                “He was supposed to kill three more people over the next two months before hanging himself,” the angel said, still freaking out about Alyssa defending herself. Like it wasn’t the natural thing to do.

Alyssa kept the angel in the corner of her eye as she stole a glance into the closet. Since the man hadn’t moved in about five minutes, she assumed that the angel was correct in that he was dead. Peeking around the corner didn’t reveal anything contradictory.

He had his back against the wall, slumped over uncomfortably on a pile of her mother’s shoes. Hanging dresses hid his head from view, but the rest of him wasn’t moving. One hand held his stomach with a little blood trickling out between his fingers. The other was palm up with a silver pistol just barely touching his fingertips.

Keeping her pistol trained on his body, Alyssa slowly moved into the room. As soon as she closed the distance enough, she used her bare foot to slide the gun out of his grip and across to the other side of the closet. His fingers didn’t even twitch. Even still, she did not stay near him for long and she did not aim her gun anywhere other than him. Not even as the angel walked into the room, still staring at her book.

“Do you even realize what you’ve done? He was supposed to go around, interacting with people and impacting their lives.”

“Well sorry for not lying down and letting him stab me forty times.”

“It was only thirty-seven! Your apology is most certainly not accepted,” she said, snapping her book shut and shaking it in Alyssa’s face. “Oh, what am I going to do?” Shoving the dresses over to one side, the angel stared down at the body.

Once again, queasy feelings welled up in Alyssa’s stomach. She pressed the back of her hand against her mouth to suppress a retch. It was worse, looking down at this man. His son had been lying face down with a mask over his head. This man stared up at her with glassy eyes, accusing her. Salt trails still lined his face and clear slime dripped from his nostrils over his stubble and down into his slack mouth.

“Maybe if I put your soul into his body, you can go around pretending to be him?”

Alyssa snapped out of her ill feelings to stare at the pale gray skin of the angel’s face. “I prefer my soul in my body,” she said, wondering exactly what was up with the strange being now that she wasn’t in immediate mortal peril. The longer she stared, the less she believed the so-called angel existed. Her personal beliefs didn’t include angels. Or anything, for that matter. That didn’t mean that she hadn’t been proved wrong about things she didn’t believe in the past, but an angel was a bit much.

She considered reaching out to see if she could physically touch the angel when those dark wings spread wide.

As before, the tips brushed against the corpse and flooded the closet with ankle-high fog. The chilly air turned to binding coils as it twisted up and around the angel in search of her mouth. In seconds, she had consumed every scrap. A bit of drool ran down the corner of her mouth, but she didn’t even notice. Her writhing and slight moans overpowered all sense of self.

“That was a good one though,” she said, licking her lips. Only then did she notice the trail of slime running down her chin. She wiped it away with a thumb, not drawing any further attention to it. “That anguish over his son. The pure dolor, fermented by shedding tears with his son in his arms.” A shiver ran from her hips to to the base of her neck.

Alyssa watched on, hoping beyond hope that the woman was an actual angel and not anything else. If her sneaking suspicion that the angel was a product of her guilt ended up being true, she might be in real trouble. “I’m going to need to see a therapist,” she mumbled to herself.

All traces of ecstasy vanished from the angel’s face. “You most certainly do not need to see a therapist! Do you not understand? You’re supposed to be dead! You’re not supposed to interact with anyone except as a corpse.” She pulled out her book again, looking over the runic symbols a few pages past the bookmark. “I wonder, maybe you could go kill the people he was supposed to kill. Would that be enough to set everything back on trac—”

“Just shut up,” Alyssa said. Realizing she was waving around a loaded weapon, she dropped her arms to the side while flicking on the safety. “Be gone, or however I get rid of you. I don’t need some guardian angel hanging over my shoulder. Neither do I need illusions manifesting themselves from my guilt over killing that boy. I shouldn’t even feel guilty! He broke into my house! Now you just disappear.” Alyssa waved her empty hand off to the side before bringing it back around to point to herself. “I’m going to call the police. Then I’m going to call my parents. Then I’m going to sign up for therapy or medication or whatever is required to make sure I get rid of whatever hallucination you are.”

The angel just blinked at the outburst.

For just a moment, the two simply stared at each other.

“You don’t need to call the cops,” the angel said, voice calm. “A neighbor already called them, reporting gunshots. They’re on their way… to find your corpse.” Her voice started to grow in volume. “Which isn’t here. Because you didn’t have the good sense to die!” She clutched at her head and ran her fingers through her long hair. “Iosefael is going to be furious.” Pausing her tugging at her hair for just a moment, the angel looked up between the strands of her bangs. “She is pretty adorable when she gets upset,” she said as an aside. “But what if she reports me to the Astral Authority? What if they notice anyway? I’m not ready yet.”

Alyssa didn’t answer. She turned and walked back into the bedroom. Indulging in her delusions couldn’t be healthy.

“Wait!” the angel called after her. “You can’t meet anyone.” Her tone shifted from panic to contemplative as she repeated herself. “You can’t meet anyone. That’s it!”

A bright light flared behind Alyssa. She spun to find herself face to face with the grinning angel.

The angel thrust a finger above her head. From the tip of her finger, four circles spread out. A line of text—the same lettering that the angel’s book contained—scrolled between each pair of circles, connecting the three outer circles into the shape of a triangle with the center circle connecting to each of the outer circles. Within the very center circle, a twelve-spoked star slowly rotated with four of its tips elongated into a cross. Each of the radial circles had their own elaborate symbols. A star, a crescent moon, and a large sun.

“Alyssa Meadows,” the angel shouted, still holding one finger overhead, “I claim thee in mine holy name. Commissioned by the Concord of Angels, empowered by the souls of the damned, thou art welcomed by the open arms of I, Dominion Tenebrael. Target: Alyssa Meadows. Stochastic evasion calculations… are a pain! Local space-world tether severed. Confirming existence of multiple universes. Nod confirmed. Beginning wide area Nod transference across Divine vector three-five-nine. Prepare thine self, Alyssa, for this world is not long for thee.”

The moment the words left the angel’s lips, Alyssa felt her strength give out. She fell to the ground, knees hitting first before gravity took hold of the rest of her. She toppled forwards and landed flat on the floor.

Unconsciousness settled in before her head hit the carpet.
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                Alyssa woke with a jolt. As if someone had stuck her with sharp prongs attached to a car battery; her heart pounded in her chest as sweat trickled down her brow. Somewhere in the background, the harsh repetitive tones of an alarm clock buzzed without pause. She couldn’t see anything but a hazy white light. Worst of all, her breath felt too hot and too moist in front of her face, as if she were breathing the same air over and over again.

Which she was.

With a heavy groan, Alyssa moved a hand up to her face and pulled the piece of paper off her head. She let out a slight squeak of pain as a bit of tape tugged at her hairline before it finally came loose. A slight hiss escaped her lips as the light flooded in. Without the paper’s meager protection, she had to pinch her eyes shut once again.

Morning had come. Seven thirty in the morning, if that alarm beeping in the background was her cell phone. Work started in an hour. They were supposed to be getting a new shipment of lumber in. Lumber she would end up hauling around for the majority of the day. Better than dealing with customers who didn’t know what they wanted, but she would come home too exhausted to do much of anything.

Confusion settled in. For the life of her, Alyssa couldn’t figure out why she would have fallen asleep on the floor. She didn’t drink. At least not on work nights. And—finally squeezing her eyes open—why in her parents’ bedroom?

Alyssa stayed lying on the floor, staring up at the unmoving ceiling fan with a blank mind. Her mind didn’t stay empty for long. Another jolt ran through her body, shocking her to full wakefulness as she recalled everything that had happened the night before. Clutching a hand over her mouth, she sprinted out of her parents’ room and into the hallway bathroom. She threw up the toilet seat and voided what little her empty stomach held. Maybe it was a good thing she hadn’t been able to eat much the night before.

Finished with the toilet, she stood on shaking legs and staggered to the sink to wash her face. Hot water took too long in her house so she made do with freezing cold. Alyssa eyed the shower. She needed one without a doubt, but perhaps later. Besides, cold water had the added benefit of further waking her up. While at the sink, she took the time to brush her teeth. The toothpaste helped to get rid of the foul taste in the back of her throat.

Alyssa sighed as she stared at herself in the mirror. The deep bags under her eyes told of how little rest she actually got during her sleep. That she had slept at all was a surprise. The police hadn’t woken her. Neither had her mother. Even if all the occurrences of the previous evening had been nothing more than delusion, she had definitely woken up in her parents’ bedroom. Her mother would have woken her for that alone.

Shaking her head, Alyssa shambled away from the bathroom. She stopped and closed her eyes. Taking a deep breath, she built up the courage to look down the hall.

Dirty footprints led from the entryway all the way up to her brother’s room. There, a set of legs stuck out of the doorway.

The night’s events had definitely not been a fabrication.

Alyssa walked past the pistol lying on the floor and leaned around the entrance of the closet. Sure enough, a body still sat slumped against the wall beneath her mother’s dresses. She didn’t actually enter the closet. She just stared long enough to ensure that she wasn’t hallucinating.

Too long. A sick sensation welled up again. She turned away before she felt the need to rush off and dry heave over the toilet again.

The distant cell phone finally ceased its noise, pulling Alyssa’s attention back to the fact that it was clearly morning and no one had woken her or shown up to look over the bodies. No police, no parents, not even a concerned neighbor. Had that break-in at the bank occupied her mother for the entire night? What about the gunshots? The angel had said that neighbors heard them and called the police.

Of course there was no sign of the angel. She hadn’t been real. Which meant that her knowledge hadn’t been real either. The idea that the neighbors had called the police was simply that, an idea that her subconscious had cooked up. After the adrenaline had worn off, she must have fainted. All that light show at the end had merely been spots in her eyes as she passed out. Nothing more.

On her way to find her cell phone to get some real help, a piece of paper crinkled underneath her foot. The paper that had been stuck to her face had fallen next to her discarded pistol. She hesitated with a fear gnawing at her heart of what she might find written on it. Yet, at the same time, a curiosity struck her. Someone had found her. Alyssa wouldn’t have taped a note to her own face. And they had left her in a home with two dead bodies.

Her hand snatched the paper and flipped it over before she could reconsider. An elegant script covered the entire page. She couldn’t even call it handwriting; the lettering looked like something out of her medieval art history textbooks. Hard to read, but Alyssa managed with only a little trouble.


Alyssa Meadows.


You great fool. Last night was supposed to have been a jolly time of feasting on souls. Thanks to you, I have such a mess to clean up. You stay put. Once I finish, we shall decide what to do about you.


Love, Tene


Alyssa crushed the paper in her hand, clenching her fist tightly in an attempt to keep her hand from shaking.

That angel had called herself Tenebrael. The same name as on the note, if a longer form. She had been real. Alyssa didn’t want to believe it, but there was only so much she could wave away before she had to start accepting reality. Even if that reality was stranger than fiction. With an actual physical message, that point had been reached. Between the extremely precise nature of the handwriting and the style of the lettering, Alyssa couldn’t delude herself into believing that her hand had written the message. Doctors had better handwriting than Alyssa did.

But if Tenebrael had been real, that light show must have meant something. All those glowing lines and the angel shouting about claiming her. Was she dead? Clearly not as dead as the two other bodies in the house.

No. She couldn’t be dead. The note said that Tenebrael would be back to deal with her, whatever that meant.

Alyssa sure as hell wasn’t going to stick around to find out.

She stalked down the hall and carefully averted her eyes from the corpse as she retrieved her cell phone from the couch. Returning to the hall, she stepped back over the legs and made her way toward her parents’ bedroom. She didn’t dare look around until reaching the door just before. Her room. There, she shut the door and sat down on her bed, looking over her phone.

No text messages. No missed calls. Just the notification that she had missed an alarm.

To start with, Alyssa dialed her mother’s cell number and held the phone up to her ear.

“We’re sorry; we are unable to complete your call as dialed. Please check the number and dial again. If you need help, hang up and then dial your operator.”

Alyssa blinked, staring at her phone. She had used her speed dial. There shouldn’t have been any chance for an error. Just in case, she tried manually dialing.

“We’re sorry; we are unable to complete your call as dialed. Plea—”

Fine, she thought as she scrolled down to her father’s number.

“We’re sorry; we are unab—”

Grinding her teeth together, Alyssa dialed out nine-one-one. She had never called the emergency services line before. No situation had ever required it. But if two corpses wasn’t an emergency, she didn’t know what was. Pressing the phone against her ear again, Alyssa just about let out a scream.

“We’re sorr—”

Listless hands dropped to her lap as Alyssa flopped back on her fairly spartan bed. Her foam pillow caught her head. “What is going on?” she mumbled. Holding her phone above her, she accessed the web browser. Not that she expected it to work.

To her great surprise, it did. The pages loaded. Images displayed. Everything worked. Sitting back up, she quickly ran a search on her address and clicked on the first link—an article from the local news station.

“Two dead in robbery gone wrong?” she read the header. “Police responded to reports of gunfire late Tuesday evening, finding Alyssa Meadows dead within her own home from multiple stab wounds!” Alyssa patted down her chest, finding nothing but her unbroken sports bra. The ridges of her bare stomach had a slight sheen of sweat, but no cuts or scrapes.

She kept reading, finding out that the body in the closet had apparently survived his excursion into her home while she and his son had perished, exactly as Tenebrael had said the evening should go. The only difference had been that she died in her parents’ room, instead of elsewhere. Neither her mother nor her father had been available for comment. Down in the comments section, people complained about the level of crime and safety in the city, expressed condolences, and a few even claimed that they knew her. She didn’t recognize any of the user names of the latter group. Maybe people she went to high school with. Maybe coworkers from the warehouse she worked at.

The more Alyssa read, the sicker she got. To the point where it was a good thing she had already thrown up. Everyone was acting as if she had actually died. Tapping on the comment box to correct them just made an error message pop up saying that her browser had been blocked from responding.

Because of course.

Alyssa sprung to her feet. Renewed vigor filled her as she kicked herself for feeling down. If everyone thought she was dead, she could simply walk out and show them otherwise. The house had doors. Windows too.

She turned and…

And…

Sweeping her eyes past her knick-knack covered dresser to look out the window killed off her sudden elation.

The neighbor’s house wasn’t there. Neither was the fence. Or any of the other neighbor’s houses. She couldn’t see the streets either.

A grassy field stretched out until it crested a slight hill not far away. A tree here and there broke up the grass. And yet, despite the absurdity of not having neighbors anymore, Alyssa found her eyes drawn upwards into the bright blue sky. A sand-colored ring sliced the sky in two. Just like she had seen in science textbooks around Saturn. A dark streak broke the flat plane of sand, giving it a little depth. And behind the rings, half a moon peaked out. Despite the bright daylight, the moon looked almost sickly. A gray similar in tone to that angel’s skin. Unlike the moon she had seen nearly every day of her life, this moon lacked the dark craters. The flat and unshaded disk looked fake against the blue sky.

“Maybe…” Alyssa said as she staggered back to sitting on her bed. “Maybe I did die after all.”
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                Alyssa walked a full circle around her house. Everywhere she went, she walked across fresh green grass. Really fresh. It smelled like the grass had just been mowed even though almost all of it brushed by her knees. Behind the house, a small lake bordered a forest filled with high trees. Maybe redwoods—Alyssa wasn’t sure, her brother had been the Wilderness Ranger of the family. With the sun not too hot and the breeze just light enough to be pleasant against her skin, she might have enjoyed relaxing with a nice book and deepening her already modest tan at the same time—though the moon and rings might be a bit eerie. Or maybe going for the swim in the lake. Their house hadn’t really had a backyard, let alone a swimming pool. The house itself occupied almost the entire lot. The pool at the local recreation center… well, crystal clear water of this lake looked a whole lot more appealing than the sickly green of the rec center.

Unfortunately, she couldn’t enjoy anything about the situation. She kept waiting for someone to jump out saying that everything had been a big joke. Except things had progressed far too much for a simple prank. Even ignoring the bodies, someone would have had to construct a replica of her home out in the middle of nowhere, hook it up to utilities—the inside still had running water and electricity—and then fix her phone to not work the way it should. No. It was too elaborate.

Which meant everything was real.

With a sigh, she made her way back to the front of the house and collected the things she had gathered. First, she double-checked the compass she had dug out of her brother’s closet. When she had first found it, the needle had been spinning erratically. On a hunch, she had brought it outside. The little red line pointed directly towards her house. The red line remained aimed at her house as she took a quick jog around.

She would have to keep an eye on it to ensure it stayed pointing that way once she put some distance between her and the house.

Having already changed out of her comfortable exercise clothes and into some proper long legged pants, boots, and a long sleeve jacket, she slipped on a backpack filled with some granola bars and water bottles. She had filled it with a few other camping supplies as well: a first aid kit, lighters and matches, her brother’s hatchet and one of his knives, a flashlight, and a few extra magazines.

Not the paper kind.

Fully loaded magazines. Alyssa didn’t know what she was going to find out over the hills. To that end, she had equipped two holsters. One under her arm and one at her hip. She stared at the two guns sitting on the edge of the porch. Even bringing them out here had been… uncomfortable. They felt heavier than they had last night. But still, she had reloaded the one she had used and loaded a second. If afterlives were real and she had ended up in one, maybe she wouldn’t need one. Otherwise, she didn’t fancy being eaten by a bear ten steps away from the house. She picked the two pistols up and slotted them into their holsters after ensuring that their safeties were switched on.

Unable to think of anything else she might need on short notice, Alyssa headed off with the compass in her hand. Her front porch had a perfect view of the nearest hilltop. Perhaps from the top, she might be able to see some sign of civilization. A road or a power line. Maybe even actual people she could get help from. People who could contact her family. The heartbreak her mother and father must be going through… she could imagine it easily. It had only been the night before when she had heard a man losing all composure over his deceased son.

Alyssa forced herself to focus on the natural beauty around her and shook the morbid thoughts from her mind.

Ka-caw.

A raven’s caw off in the distance sent pins and needles down Alyssa’s spine. Ancient Greeks viewed the crow as a symbol of good luck. They were pretty much the only ones with a positive opinion of the bird. Spotting it on the branches of a full tree just gave Alyssa an ominous feeling. It didn’t help matters that it watched her with an unblinking eye as she walked to the top of the hill.

However, the feeling vanished in an instant as she looked down on the lands below.

Snowcapped mountains stood tall in the far distance. From there, a river cut a swath through the rolling hills of the valley until it disappeared somewhere on the horizon. A thick layer of fluffy white clouds hung in the otherwise blue sky, their shadow over a portion of the valley not detracting from the overall feel in the slightest. Trees lined one side of the river while relatively flat plains lay on the opposite side.

Her heart jumped as she noticed a golden field amongst the mostly green landscape. Wheat. Probably. And with the squared edges of the plot, it had to be man made. There! Not far from the golden fields of wheat, a large stone structure had been built near the river. Tiny almost tent-like things dotted the area around it. Their size was probably just the distance. But civilization definitely existed down there. One of the buildings looked somewhat like a cross between an European cathedral and the Luxor, Las Vegas version, all black and shiny. It was the only building that she could really see any definition to at this distance.

Grabbing the straps of her backpack and hiking it up higher on her shoulders, Alyssa set off towards the city.
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                The last vestiges of light faded beyond the mountains. A dark shadow swept across the land as a confetti of stars twinkled through the twilight sky. One moment, it had been as bright as day. The next, not so much. The formerly pleasant breeze shifted to a chilly wind, stinging against Alyssa’s face and neck.

She hadn’t intended to stay out after dark. Upon setting out, she had vowed to begin the trek back to her… ‘home’ or whatever that building was if it got too late. But seeing the city in the distance awoke an eager longing for things to return to normal.

It hadn’t looked so far away from atop the hill. She had thought she would make it by lunchtime and still have plenty of time to return afterward if she needed. It didn’t help matters that her cell phone said it was only seven thirty in the evening. There should have been plenty of time before dark at the very least.

Which just meant that she was further from home than she thought. Maybe in another time zone even.

Alyssa clasped her hands to her arms, rubbing them up and down in an attempt to keep warm. A few hand warmers would have been nice to have. Her mother liked to attend football games at the local college, many of which were in the winter. Alyssa knew they had both chemical warmers and the fancy rechargeable electronic ones. It would have been a simple matter to slip them into her bag.

She just hadn’t thought about it.

Two grievous errors and it hadn’t been a full day yet.

The only reason she hadn’t panicked yet was her ability to create fire. The hatchet and fire starting equipment in her backpack would work fine on plenty of the trees she had passed. Probably. Any wood she collected from the trees might be too green to ignite well. Still, there should be dead branches scattered on the ground around the trees.

“Besides,” she mumbled to herself as she breathed hot air onto her hands, “it isn’t that cold yet. The city can’t be far.” While she could see light over the top of the next hill, she couldn’t help but wonder how often those words were the last from the mouths of people who froze to death.

Just one more hill. If the city wasn’t over the top of it, she would… probably go on to the next hill. Spending the night outside did not appeal to her in the slightest. She hadn’t brought any kind of sleeping bag or tent.

Ka-caw. Ka-caw.

And those ravens. Even in the barely-there light from the gray moon, Alyssa could see the beady little eyes watching her. Every tree she passed had a raven perched on the branches. She never saw them fly around and she never saw more than one at a time. Either they were everywhere, or one of them was sneaking around following her. Probably the latter. They all looked the same with their sleek black feathers and fiendish tuft beneath their beaks.

She could have turned on her flashlight and probably scared off the birds. However, if there were real predators around, the light might as well be a giant ‘all you can eat buffet’ sign. The moon had enough light. For now. If it dipped below the horizon as well, she would have no choice. But it wouldn’t for a while. The moon hung high in the sky, almost dead center. The rings were still present as well. She wasn’t sure how much light came off those, but a decent amount at least.

The more she walked, the more a scent tickled at her nose. A familiar scent, but one that she hadn’t been able to place until just now. Mint. Fields of fresh green mint. One of Alyssa’s favorite things about driving out on country roads. Of course, being in a car put a little space between her and the fields, even if she had the windows down. Actually walking through the knee-high plants was more akin to stuffing a bottle of mint extract up her nose. Far less pleasant, but she supposed there were worse smells around.

Roadkill skunk, the meatpacking plant, even the dairy farm constantly had a foul cloud of manure hanging about the place. In that respect, she much preferred the mint.

Reaching the top of the next hill, Alyssa froze in her tracks, all thoughts of smell vanished from her mind.

The city lay just at the bottom of the gentle slope. She had made it.

And yet… city just didn’t fit what she saw. Even town was too large of a word. Village? Maybe. Almost more of a commune. If it weren’t for the buildings being constructed from cobblestone halfway up then wood from there with slate tile roofs, she might have thought she had stumbled upon some sort of nomadic tribe. Most looked to be no larger than her parents’ bedroom. A few might have even been smaller. Two larger buildings sat to one side of the main village. They might have been barns with their large sides and angled roofs.

Black marble stretched high into the sky behind the village, towering over the tiny hovels. She had almost missed it with with how the silhouette blended into the night. Only recalling the structure from when she had first seen the village and seeing it block out the rings in the sky made her look close enough to see it. And it didn’t match the village at all. Even aside from its material, it stood at least six stories tall, three times the height of the highest barn. That wasn’t including its steeples. Sharp Gothic spires with toothed edges capped the four corners with a fifth in the very center, higher than the rest. Tall windows glinted in the darkness, each with sharp arches at the top.

Alyssa stood staring at the unsettling building. Maybe if it had some lights brightening the steeples and windows, it wouldn’t be so bad. But it didn’t. Only the moon lit its dark, angled surfaces.

Even more ominous, a graveyard stretched out just behind it. She could see thousands of tiny tombstones, all in the same upright style with a pointed, triangular top. It had to be at least the size of the village. Maybe larger. And its inhabitants were packed in far denser than those of the small homes.

A gust of cold wind kicked up, forcing Alyssa into motion. Even if it was the scariest building she had ever seen complete with a giant graveyard next to it, she couldn’t stand around all night on the top of a hill.

Despite the apparently late hour, the city hadn’t fallen to sleep in the slightest. A bonfire raged in the center of the city with flames licking almost as high as the barns. People danced and partied around it. She could see their tiny figures rhythmically moving around the bonfire, occasionally dipping down all at once only to raise their hands above their heads in the next step.

Making her way down, Alyssa found her elation dying as she noticed more details about the village. Or rather, its people. As she made her way through the dirt streets, she passed by people gathered in groups. Everyone drank and laughed, several waved and smiled to her. A friendly bunch by all appearances. But their clothes had Alyssa feeling uncomfortable just looking at them. The cloth looked rough and shoddy. Perhaps not shoddy, but handmade. Entirely. As if not a single modern machine had been involved at any point during the construction of their outfits.

The men all wore long sleeve shirts with some kind of vest on top. The colors varied between black and brown for the vest, white and brown for the shirt. The women all wore long dresses that just barely didn’t drag on the ground. Both styles of clothes included a healthy coating of dirt. Some of the brown shirts might have been white at some point in time. Everyone without exception had some sort of hat covering the top of their heads.

“Ho, traveler!”

Alyssa jolted, realizing that one of them was speaking to her.

An older gentleman who, like most of the men around, had a full beard of scraggly hairs hanging from his chin. One hand loosely held the reins for a donkey that trailed just behind him, hauling a wagon filled with barrels that made a rickety squeak every few steps. He approached with a kind smile hidden behind his beard.

“Can I offer you a drink?” he asked, moving around to the side of his wagon and pulling a thick wooden mug from the back.

“No!” she said before he could start filling it from one of the kegs. Realizing how her outburst might have sounded and not wanting to offend the man while she needed help, she quickly added, “I mean, no thank you. Perhaps later. Actually, I need… I was hoping…” Alyssa trailed off, glancing around at the people, their clothes, the buildings, and finally the strange moon and rings in the sky. With a sigh, she looked back at the man. “I don’t suppose you know where America is?”

“America,” he repeated, running his meaty fingers through his beard. “Can’t say I know anyone with that name. Traveling companion of yours?”

“Something like that,” Alyssa said, shoulders slumping. That had been roughly what she had expected. Between the sky, how and where she woke, and this village, she had the distinct feeling that she wasn’t on Earth anymore. This all but confirmed it.

Apparently sensing her dejection, the man clasped a hand on her shoulder and gave her a comforting squeeze. “Don’t worry. You’ll want to check in with Yzhemal at the inn. Not a soul stops in town without him knowing.”

“Maybe I’ll do that,” she mumbled just as a sharp whistle split the air. Alyssa jumped, looking around until she noticed the trail of sparks in the sky over the bonfire. With a sharp crack, the air filled with colorful sparks. Several more whistles went off, each one accompanied by a crack and then lights in the sky.

The man, who had turned to watch the fireworks, clapped his hands together twice and bowed his head.

Once he finally lifted his head—Alyssa hadn’t wanted to interrupt him—she cleared her throat and said, “Some kind of festival going on?”

“You don’t know?” He turned back, still smiling but it no longer reached his dark eyes. “I’m sorry. I had assumed you were here on pilgrimage. Many take pilgrimage to participate in Messis Vespere.” Apparently seeing the blank look in her eyes, he continued. “For three days, we celebrate the beauty and grace of the divine Tenebrael with a grand closing ceremony in front of her temple at nightfall on the third day.”

“T-Tenebrael, I see,” Alyssa said, forcing herself to smile despite her increasingly dour mood. Figures, she would wind up in a town full of sycophants to that sadistic angel.

“You’ve heard of Her? Good, good!” Once again, his smile reached his eyes.

“You could say that.”

“Then come! Drink! Make merry! For the night is young and we have only just begun!”

The others in the street all raised their glasses and cheered out a joyous holler.

Alyssa felt her smile grow ever more strained. She had no desire to offend them. Especially not with anything that might be considered heresy against their ‘divine Tenebrael.’ Facing a lynch mob didn’t seem too healthy. At the same time, she had no desire to participate in celebrating such a terrible being.

“Actually, if you don’t mind, would you direct me to that inn? I fear my travels have made me quite weary.”

His face fell, but only for a moment. “Certainly,” he said. “Perhaps you might celebrate on the morrow.”

“Yeah. That sounds wonderful,” she said, hoping her flat voice was convincing enough.
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                Walking through the village half a step behind Lazhar—as the ale vendor had introduced himself—Alyssa kept quiet and tried to draw as little attention to herself as possible. Lazhar didn’t seem to mind. He didn’t even ask about her odd attire. Not a single woman that she passed had anything other than a dress on. Alyssa’s pants had to stick out like a sore thumb.

Perhaps he was too preoccupied to concern himself much with the strange visitor. Every ten steps, people walked right up to his wagon. Lazhar chatted with everyone, calling them by name as he refilled their drinks. Alyssa never saw currency exchange hands nor any promise of later payment. Just smiles, laughter, and ale.

Watching them, Alyssa’s initial wariness lessened. Even if they worshiped that angel, they didn’t act like bad people. Everyone was entitled to their own religions. Lazhar had looked disappointed when she had said that she wasn’t a pilgrim, but he hadn’t pressed anything of the religion on her. All he had done was answer her question about the festival. People who came around to preach their religions back on Earth were more pushy than that when they knocked on her door.

So long as it stayed that way, she wouldn’t have a problem with them.

Eventually, they came to one of the larger buildings that she had initially thought to be a barn. Lazhar pulled his cart to a stop around the back. The tall building cast the slightly worn grass into shadow from the moon. Aside from Lazhar, there weren’t any people either. Both had Alyssa casually dropping her hand to the holster at her side.

But Lazhar turned with a smile on his face. “Entrance is on the other side,” he said. “Do me a favor and get Yzhemal to open up the back door? I have a load of ale to deliver.”

“Ah,” came Alyssa’s eloquent response as she moved her hand away in shame. Lazhar didn’t seem to notice. Then again, did he know what guns were? This place didn’t look technologically advanced. He used a mule drawn wagon, had rough leather shoes, and she had yet to see a single sign of electric lighting. “Right,” she said after a moment. “It’s the least I can do after you brought me here.”

“No problem,” he said as she started walking away. “Like I said, I had a delivery to make.”

Alyssa hurried around the building before she could create any other awkward situations. She made it around to the front and entered through a simple wooden door. A drawn out creak pulled everyone’s attention to the opening door. Alyssa stood frozen under the gazes of at least thirty people. Most were dressed in the same manner of clothing as those outside, and all were eating and drinking and laughing with each other. Or, they had been until she arrived.

“Well? Come in, girl. You’re letting all the warm air out.”

“S-Sorry!” Alyssa did as she was asked, closing the door behind her.

The tavern didn’t smell quite like she would have expected of an enclosed building in the Middle Ages. Mint overpowered nearly every other scent inside. Though it wasn’t nearly as powerful as out in the fields. Still, it worked. Only the pungent scent of sweat made it through, and not strong enough to really bother Alyssa. Certainly not worse than at the recreation center she frequented. The source of the mint quickly became apparent around the door. Leaves littered the dirt floor.

“And you lot,” the man behind the bar barked out, pulling Alyssa’s attention back to the tavern patrons. “No need to be staring at everyone who comes in the door. You’re making the lass uncomfortable, you are.”

At his command, most everyone turned back to their drinks, meals, and companions. A few didn’t. A few kept staring at her. The ones who didn’t dress as everyone else did. A young boy seated at one of the tables kept his eyes on her. A kid that, were she on Earth, wouldn’t be out of high school by the looks of things. Just behind him, a man that had bigger muscles than Alyssa did leaned against a wall with one hand resting on a straight sword attached to his side. Alyssa couldn’t help but stare at how gaudy they were. While the man wore a relatively subdued vest made of metal scales, the boy made up for it with his violet cloak. The first real color that Alyssa had seen being worn since entering the town.

A table away, a girl Alyssa’s age—maybe a bit older, Alyssa didn’t have any lines on her face just yet—sat with a serene expression on her face. Her fingers curled through her deep green hair as she let out a deep puff of smoke from an old fashioned pipe. Green hair! With it shaved on one side over her ear, she looked more like she belonged in a punk rock concert than a medieval tavern.

Some of the others drew Alyssa’s attention; a wizened old man with a long white beard, a man with an almost modern tuxedo, and an old woman staring into a crystal ball. Not wanting to cause more of a scene, she refrained from watching them for too long and made her way straight to the counter. The man behind it looked remarkably similar to Lazhar with his same beard and pointed nose. He didn’t have quite the beer belly though. Lazhar probably sampled his own wares more than he should.

“Are you Yzhemal?”

“I see you know me,” he said with a slow nod of his head. He set a tankard on the counter as he leaned forward, resting his elbows on the wooden surface. “Though I cannot say that the reverse is true.”

“I’m Alyssa. Just a traveler, I suppose. Not a pilgrim,” she said before he could ask. Technical truths worked best. She sure wasn’t going to say something about being brought here from another world by the so-called angel they worshiped. And yet she had to say something. Lazhar called her a traveler when he first saw her, so a traveler she would be. “However, Lazhar sent me to tell you that he is waiting out back with a delivery.”

His lips peeled back, displaying the exquisite dental care the Middle Ages provided in the orange tavern lighting. “It’s about time. The last keg is down to nothing but dregs. I’ll be back.” He stepped back towards an opening in the wall behind the counter, but paused to glance back at Alyssa. “You being hungry? Shall I bring you a tankard of fresh ale?”

Alyssa nearly answered in the affirmative. While she had her granola bars and other assorted snacks, plus more food back at the house should she absolutely need it, she obviously wasn’t going to be able to resupply. From now on, she would do her best to preserve them for emergencies. She had just one little tiny probably inconsequential problem.

Lazhar had never heard of America. She had no reason to believe that Yzhemal would be any different. Unless she had wound up somewhere exceedingly strange, she highly doubted that the few dollar bills in her wallet would be much good here. Her credit and debit cards even less so.

“I would, but I have no means with which to pay.”

Yzhemal’s frowned, scratching at his beard in exactly the same manner as Lazhar had. His eyes ran from the top of her brown hair down to her waist, stopping only because of the counter top being in the way.

Alyssa shifted, narrowing her eyes once she realized what he had been doing. This was, by all appearances, a medieval society. Contrary to popular belief, chivalry didn’t exist in Earth’s history. Why should it exist in this medieval town? She should have expected something like this from the moment she realized what the town was. It would be several months before she ran through all the frozen meat in her freezer and possibly even longer for all the canned food. So long as she rationed herself properly. The only downside would be the food tethering her to the house. The house Tenebrael had told her not to leave.

But if she thought about it for a moment, she would almost certainly choose confronting that angel over the worse alternatives. With the food stores, it would be a good year before she was desperate enough to sell herself for a meal.

And definitely not to the first—or second—creep she met. With a full year, she could shop around for someone who looked like they bathed more than once a season.

The tavern keep opened his mouth before she could inform him of that fact.

“I might have a job for a pretty lass.” Alyssa opened her mouth, but he held up a hand. “Pilgrimage season is a busy few days. In years past, I was younger. Now? Too busy for one humble man.”

“You’re saying that you’ll pay me for work. Real work,” she clarified. “Like waiting tables.”

“Cleaning, cooking? Are you able to cook?”

Alyssa opened her mouth to answer yes, but hesitated. Did she know how to cook? She could use a modern stove and a microwave. She could prepare a handful of meals from scratch. How much did that apply to whatever his kitchen looked like? Her idea of cooking from scratch might start twenty steps into his idea of scratch.

So she shook her head. “But I can learn. I think I know the basic theory behind most cooking.”

“We shall see. But! I have kept my brother out in the cold long enough. If I wait too long, he will start drinking my ale to keep warm,” he said with a half-hearted chuckle. “I only wish I could joke about that. When I return, I shall bring a small meal. After, we discuss your duties.” With that, he disappeared into the back door.

Alyssa sighed as she turned back to the rest of the room. Getting a job solved at least one immediate problem. Only by creating a hundred more in the process. The biggest of which was that somewhere deep down, it felt like she was committing herself to staying in this strange world. Which she absolutely wasn’t. Alyssa vowed to find a way home even if she had to twist that angel’s arm to force her. She couldn’t just leave her parents and brother thinking she was dead. Unfortunately, it didn’t look like getting back anytime soon was in the cards.

Really, she wondered if she shouldn’t be freaking out more. Trapped in a strange world with no way home and no real connection to home should alarm her. And yet, she felt oddly calm. Maybe I’m in shock. Freaking out wouldn’t solve any of her problems. It would do nothing more than waste time. So it was probably a good thing she wasn’t.

Looking around, she decided to move to a table in the far corner. High stools lined the counter that Yzhemal had stood behind. If she wanted, she was certain that she could eat there. But then Yzhemal would stand over her the entire time. And probably talk too. On the opposite end of the room, he would have to choose between managing his inn and chatting with his new employee.

The far corner offered another advantage. Alyssa slung her backpack off her back and sat with her back to the wall. No one could sneak up on her. Placing her backpack on the floor between her legs ensured that no one could steal from her either. The counter’s stools lacked that helpful aspect. It wasn’t that she was paranoid. She just had a lot on her, like her cell phone and wallet, that she probably shouldn’t wave around for everyone to see.

Yzhemal returned much faster than she had expected. Food should have taken longer to cook. And yet, he had a wooden tray in his hands as he started for the counter, only to stop and look around when he realized that she had disappeared.

Alyssa gave him a little wave from her corner of the room.

“Sorry,” she said as he approached. “I don’t like leaving people at my back for extended lengths of time.”

“Fair enough,” he said, sliding the tray in front of her.

She looked down and suddenly understood just why her meal had come faster than a modern fast food restaurant. A simple wooden bowl contained some kind of porridgey-oatmeal substance, plain and without color. Two slices of dry bread had been placed just to the side of the bowl, along with three carrots and a single stick of broccoli. Boiled, by the looks of them. Yzhemal likely had all three portions of her meal sitting in the back over some slow burning coals to keep them warm. No cooking required.

A far cry from the pig on a spit, grilled duck, or even roast suckling potatoes that she had expected from a medieval tavern. Hollywood had lied to her again. Then again, she wasn’t a paying customer. Why waste the good food on her?

“Thank you,” she said as she picked up the nearly flat wooden spoon. Packing a few pieces of silverware might be worth running back to the house for.

“Yeap. Come see me when you finish.”

Watching him walk away, Alyssa looked around at the other tables. Others had a bowl of porridge too, but there were other things set out in front of them. The boy in the colorful cloak had a few bones on a plate with a few scattered leaves. And the old man had a pie of some sort. A meat pie.

Alyssa dug her spoon into the thin porridge and brought it to her mouth before she could have second thoughts.

It didn’t taste like anything at all. Which, if she thought about it was better than some alternatives. No sugar. No salt. No spices of any kind. The important thing to remember was that it could easily have tasted like feet and she would have had no choice but to eat it or dig into her stores of granola bars.

At least he had brought along a small tankard of ale. One could never go wrong with a good beer. Taking in a mouthful, she held it there as she thought.

Do I spit it back out or man up and swallow it?
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                Alyssa could say with absolute certainty that she hated medieval life. Try as she might, she couldn’t find a single redeeming point to anything.

Food had three flavors and only three flavors; bland, raw sewage, and inedible. None of the college classes she had signed up for had been proper history classes. To get her credits, she had taken art history. Which had just enough regular history mixed in as context for the art to understand exactly why the food was terrible. On Earth, entire wars had been fought over spices. Gold showed others just how affluent one was, but spices gave that joy to eating that the poor simply couldn’t have.

Based on her experience in the roughly twenty-four hours that she had spent in the town, Teneville—as she had found out it was called—could use a war or two.

Of course, food wasn’t the only complaint she had. After receiving her instructions from Yzhemal, he had offered her a room to stay the nights in. A simple room made of wood with a simple bed and a long bench against one wall. Within that room, Alyssa had discovered exactly why medieval torture tools were so creative and terrifying. They had to be when standard living was such a pain already.

The first problem hadn’t been too big of a problem. Yzhemal gave her a candle to use while getting ready for sleep. The light from the candle didn’t reach from one end of the room to the other despite Alyssa being able to touch opposite walls at the same time. She had pulled out her flashlight. It was one of the ones powered by shaking, so she wasn’t concerned with running out of batteries.

Which just revealed another problem. The bed had a thin wool blanket. Not modern wool. Rough, scratchy, and reeked of sweat despite the few mint leaves that littered the room. Alyssa had decided to sleep on the bench. Not only was the wood just as soft as the bed, but she was far less likely to wind up with a colony of lice and fleas thriving off her body.

As the night went on, the room turned from mildly chilly to downright freezing. Alyssa couldn’t do a thing about it either. The thin blanket wouldn’t have helped much. Neither would the candle, it was just too small. She couldn’t light a fire in the middle of a wooden room.

When Yzhemal came knocking on her door at far-too-early o’clock, she felt like she had gotten maybe an hour of rest.

Whereupon she had discovered yet another misery of the Middle Ages.

They had no toilets.

Alyssa shuddered just remembering the outhouse as she set down her broom. Sweeping a dirt floor, she thought, bringing up a hand to wipe her brow. The difference in temperature between night and day astounded Alyssa. Hauling around boxes, sweeping every room, and gathering up all the old mint leaves didn’t help with the heat.

Every other room had wooden floors. She didn’t understand why the main tavern room lacked a proper floor. The constant sweeping and walking had trampled it down to the point where there the floor sloped beneath the entry door, letting in a constant inch of daylight across the bottom.

“Here lass,” Yzhemal said, coming up from behind her. He dropped a large wicker basket onto a nearby table. Greenery filled it to the point where leaves overflowed onto the table and her freshly swept floor. “Spread these around once all the old leaves are gone. After, you can have a short break until nightfall. Wander, sleep, whatever.” He started to walk away for a moment before holding up a finger in apparent recollection. “Ah yes,” he said, moving back to the basket. Just to its side, he dropped a series of coins that each landed with a heavy clink. “Your pay for the day. I’ll give you gruel for your meals again without cost, but if you be wanting something better…” His finger tapped the coins a few times before he walked off again.

“Thank you, sir,” Alyssa said respectfully as he disappeared into the back room. She might not like anything about her situation, but it was a job and he was being kind to her so far. No sense being impolite.

Getting down onto her knees, she scooped up the mint leaves she had swept and dropped them into a similar basket as the one on the counter. There wasn’t much chance of mixing them up. Rich green leaves filled the new basket, nearly overflowing. The old leaves were flat, pressed down by the weight of travelers and locals alike. Color had been squashed out of them, leaving them a dull, almost brown green. Part of that might have been the dirt.

Once she finished, she went to inspect her payment.

As expected, she had not been paid in any currency she recognized. They weren’t even coins. She had just assumed from the quick glance and from the sound. They were bars. Three were either bronze or copper ones—maybe a dull brass, but Alyssa was leaning towards bronze. Not that she had any experience in metallurgy. Each of the three was as long as her little finger and, standing them all upright, roughly the same length as each other.

Among the three bronze bars was a single silver bar. It was roughly the same length, but where the bronze bars had four distinct sides, the silver had only three. Both styles were lined up and down in the same symbols that Alyssa had seen in the angel’s notebook. Little tiny runes, some blocky and some round, that she couldn’t make heads or tails of. She had seen the modern English alphabet just outside the inn. A large signboard hung over the doorway with a bed and the word ‘INN’ written along with a drawing of a bed for the illiterate. So the runic symbols must have some special meaning.

All the coins—or bars or whatever they were called—were slightly misshapen. As if they had been pressed in different molds that weren’t identical. The silver one weighed almost as much as two of the bronze ones, but all were fairly manageable.

So she had coins. What to do with them? Not food, obviously. Yzhemal had said it himself, she would still be getting meals. Having been in the kitchen and seen just what he had to work with, none of it would be worth spending money on. Except maybe the meat. However, the meat had to be much more expensive than anything else. Even then, she doubted it would be all that tasty. Not to mention her lack of a reference for how much things in this world cost. Meals might be drastically overpriced in comparison to other goods. It might be more worth it to buy a fur coat or something similar. Something she could keep warm with at night. And something that blended in a little better than her pants and jacket. People ignored her now because they were expecting pilgrims to show up in outlandish clothing like the boy in the violet cloak, but that might not be the case forever.

For the moment, she slipped the coins into her pocket. They were metal and, as such, would still be good later if she needed them.

Grabbing the basket of fresh mint, she ran through the entire inn like some kind of flower girl, spreading them everywhere from the beds to the floors.

On the second story of the building, Alyssa paused her flower girl activities outside a room. Light gray smoke leaked from the cracks in a door in great plumes. The whole hallway had a haze to it and a layer of smoke clung to the angled ceiling. At first, she thought to rush in and extinguish whatever fire was there before it burned down the entire inn. But the smoke didn’t smell like the right kind of smoke; a campfire was what she expected a burning wood inn to smell like. It was more like cigarette smoke, except it stung her nose with a sickly sweet scent. Some kind of a flowery smell as well.

A drug, undoubtedly. The same thing had been present in the air of the tavern last night, but it hadn’t been as strong then. The mint kept the other scents down. Here in the hallway, there wasn’t much in the way of mint except for the leaves in her basket.

Still, if something was burning uncontrollably, she should probably put a stop to it.

“Uh, housekeeping?” Alyssa said as she knocked on the smoking door. No one answered after a moment of standing around, so she pressed open the door.

And promptly staggered back with a sleeve over her mouth. She couldn’t even see through the thick smoke that filled the room. Leaning to the side, she took a deep breath of the slightly fresher air before charging into the room with squinted eyes. There was a window directly opposite from the door which she knocked open with her fist. The windows didn’t have glass, just a wooden shutter. A breeze outside helped to carry the smoke away.

It wasn’t enough.

She dashed back through the room before her breath ran out and into the opposite room, opening the window there. Leaning out, she took in a few deep gasps of clean air.

The air started clearing with the extra throughflow from opening the window. Soon enough, Alyssa turned back to the smoking room to find only a thin mist obstructing her view instead of the thick fog. Inside and on the floor, lying with a smoldering pile of weeds at her side, was the green-haired girl from the night before.

The punk rocker was face down and not moving.
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                “She’s still breathing,” Lazhar said, standing up from the bed and turning to Alyssa and Yzhemal. He moved away from the sleeping girl, dusting his hands together. “Whether she wakes or not? I cannot say,” he said with a casual shrug.

“I warned everyone of putting out fires before sleeping. Lass is lucky she didn’t burn down my inn.”

“She would probably have died,” Alyssa mumbled. Looking up to the twin with the beer belly—she didn’t actually know if they were twins or not, but they were brothers and looked similar enough to each other that it probably counted—she asked, “Is there nothing else you can do for her? Smelling salts or… something?” She had her first aid kit, but honestly didn’t think anything in it would help with asphyxiation. In fact, she didn’t have the slightest clue how one went about treating asphyxia except maybe with an oxygen mask. Alyssa didn’t have one of those even back at the house.

“Smelling salts?” Lazhar said, utterly confused. His bewilderment only lingered momentarily before he began smiling again. “I am sorry, I do not understand. I am but a humble priest. Are you trained in the healing arts?”

A priest? When Yzhemal had told her to go find his brother at the brewery, she had assumed that Lazhar was a doctor of some sort. Priests were the ones called for last rites. That or miraculous healing. But as a priest of Tenebrael, Alyssa highly doubted that he would be able to get that angel to show up. From what Alyssa had seen, Tenebrael wouldn’t bother to heal the woman. In fact, she might just hasten the poor girl’s death.

“No. Not really,” Alyssa eventually said. “I’ve just heard that smelling salts can help people wake up.”

Yzhemal scoffed. “I consider myself the altruistic sort. This careless lass nearly burned down my inn. I wouldn’t waste valuable salt on someone so worthless.”

“Brother!” Lazhar said, voice low and deep. “She is a pilgrim! We can hardly blame them.” He paused, blinking his dark eyes as he looked towards Alyssa.

Bounding over the short distance with footsteps heavy enough to shake dust from the floorboards, he clasped a hand on her shoulder. “Do not worry for this girl. Pilgrims…” He waved his hand in the air without any real meaning or direction. “They are a different sort. At the end of their ropes. Lost and directionless, they come here seeking… Well, it is personal for each pilgrim. However, they come with but one thing to lose.” He nodded his head towards the punk rocker girl. “And if she loses it, I am sure that Her Holiness will welcome her on the other side.”

“Yeah,” Alyssa said through pursed lips, “I’m sure she will.”

“Glad you understand,” Lazhar said with a jolly smile, apparently taking Alyssa’s words more positively than she had meant them. “Come brother, Alyssa, let us leave the girl in peace. I shall save her a spot in the closing ceremony just in case she awakens.”

As Lazhar started to lead her out of the room, Yzhemal walked up to a small leather pouch sitting on the floor next to the bed. He flipped open the flap and started digging through the contents. It took Alyssa a moment to realize what he was doing.

“You’re stealing from her?”

“Stealing?” He pointed down at the damp charcoaled wood on the floor. “I am seeking recompense. This floor must be repaired. Unless you are going to pay for it? You’ll be working with no pay for a lot longer than three days.” Crossing his arms, Yzhemal started tapping at the crook of his elbow.

Alyssa couldn’t do anything but bite her lip and shake her head. If that was how this world worked, the girl had brought it down on her own head. Someone from Earth would have to pay a hotel if they burned half the floor away. Though, people wouldn’t just take it while the arsonist should be in a hospital. Some sort of court would probably be involved. It would wind up some big deal that would end up costing everyone more than the cost to replace the carpet.

“I thought not,” Yzhemal said as he returned to the bag.

Alyssa stared for another moment before turning and allowing Lazhar to walk her out of the room. She stopped once they reached the main tavern room. The younger boy she had noticed the night before was seated at a stool in front of the counter. Supposedly, she was on a break. Yet he sat there, all alone in the room. Did he need help? Service? With Yzhemal still upstairs, it was probably her job to go and see if he needed something?

He gave her a slight wave as she stood there, but not the sort of wave that would try to call her over. At least, she assumed it wasn’t that sort of wave. Mannerisms could easily be drastically different from Earth. But he looked back towards the front of the room and shut his eyes, leaning slightly on the counter. So she kept following Lazhar. He wouldn’t be staying long anyway, then she could see if the boy needed something.

“Shame about that girl,” Lazhar said as they reached the entrance to the inn. “But nothing to do about it. I need to get back and finish filling my kegs. Perhaps I’ll see you around the bonfire tonight, hmm?”

“I think I’m going to be waiting on tables this evening. Sorry,” she said, not really feeling sorry at all. Making money off people celebrating Tenebrael was one thing. Celebrating her was another thing entirely.

“My brother has you working like a mule, I see. Still, he’ll give you time off for the closing ceremony. You’ll attend that, no?”

“Maybe.”

His smile lost its vigor as he looked on her with sad eyes. He opened his mouth to say something. Though it was rude, Alyssa didn’t really want to hear any preaching. So she beat him to the punch.

“Actually, I was wondering if there is anywhere around here I might be able to purchase a cloak or coat or something similar.”

Lazhar hummed to himself, scratching his beard. “Tailor Thovas may have a spare or two he would be willing to sell.” He reached out a hand and brushed his knuckles against her arm. “Quite high quality wool you have there. The tailor must have been skilled.”

“The tailor was skilled,” she said after a moment. “Unfortunately, I can’t get them anymore. Besides, this isn’t meant for cooler climates. It’s much too thin. I might as well be wearing nothing at night. How much would the tailor be asking, in your best guess?”

“Two of his sheep were killed a few weeks ago. Carried off by harpies, the filthy vermin. Because of that, I imagine any wool he has in stock will cost a lot. More than my brother is paying you over a few days. Seventeen medi. Maybe fifteen and four prav at the lowest.”

Which meant that prav were a smaller denomination than medi. Bronze and silver respectably? Alyssa didn’t dare ask and display her ignorance. Unless the money was only used within the village, it was probably something that even a child would be aware of. She simply nodded her head. “I see.” Maybe she could trade something. If worse came to worse, there were winter coats back at the house. They wouldn’t blend in half as well as a locally made coat. Avoiding a slow death from hypothermia and frostbite was just a little higher on her priority list than appearing as a local. “I’ll figure something out.”

“Well, I wish you luck!” he said with a chuckle. As he left the inn, he gave a quick wave over his shoulder without looking back.

Alyssa watched him go for a moment, staring out the open door. Even in the middle of the day, people were out partying. Lazhar stopped and greeted nearly every person he passed. Several of the closer ones—the ones Alyssa could hear—asked if he would join them for a drink or a chat. With a jolly laugh, Lazhar always declined, pointing off to the distance to the stone building that was his brewery. Nobody protested much as he walked on to the next group. Nobody wanted to be the reason the ale ran dry.

Shaking her head, she closed the door and turned back to the tavern. “Can I help you?” she asked as she stepped behind the counter.

“Just resting,” the boy said without opening his eyes. He had a slight accent that Alyssa couldn’t place. Of course, something would be very wrong if she could place an accent in this world. It was amazing enough that everyone spoke English so far. “Getting out of the sun, you know?”

“It is bright out today, isn’t it.” Not that she had to worry about the weather. Aside from running to grab Lazhar from the brewery to check on the punk rock girl, she hadn’t left the inn once. Yzhemal had her cleaning and she wasn’t sure that the building had ever been cleaned before.

“I hope you don’t mind me overhearing your conversation, but you’re looking for a cloak?”

Alyssa’s eyes flicked to the violet cloak around the boy’s shoulders. A large silver brooch inlaid with three amethyst gems held the top collar together around his neck. Leather straps down the open edge held the rest of the cloak closed, though he only had the two uppermost straps done up. With the rest of the cloak open, he was free to move his arms about and work. It wasn’t as nice as modern materials, but might as well be when compared to the clothes everyone else wore. More than that, it looked clean and colorful. In short, she would probably need to work at the inn for several years before she could afford something like it.

Before she could respond, he undid the silver brooch and the leather straps. Gripping both ends of his collar, he swung it off, letting the ends ripple through the air until he folded it over one arm. He set it down on the counter and slid it towards Alyssa.

She stared for just a moment before looking up to him. “I can’t accept this. I don’t even know you.”

“Aziz,” he said, pressing the cloak just a little further. “And I insist.”

Alyssa stared for a moment before brushing her fingers across the fabric. It was almost more like thick felt than a soft wool. Much better than whatever the bed blankets were made from. When she didn’t pick it up, he shoved it forward again, forcing Alyssa to grab hold of it before it could fall to the floor.

“You’ll get more use from it than I. Don’t worry about it being a noble’s cloak. No one will care. If you really don’t want it, just leave it on the counter. I’m sure the innkeeper would love it.”

“When you put it like that, how can I refuse?” Alyssa said, hoping she wasn’t getting herself into some strange courtship ritual. She looked up from the cloth, half expecting him to be leering at her, only to find Aziz leaning over the counter with his eyes closed once again. This time, he had a slight smile on his face.

“I… You’re a traveler, right?” Alyssa asked before she could stop herself. “I hate to impose after you’ve just given me this gift, but I don’t suppose you have a map I could look at? I don’t need to keep it, just a quick look,” she added quickly before he could throw more of his possessions at her.

However, he shook his head. “I don’t. But! I believe Bertram, my companion, has one in a bag. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind you taking a gander at it.” Aziz slid off the stool and headed towards the stairs. “It would be up in our room, I’ll show you.”
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                Alyssa stared down at the yellowing, leathery paper with a slight frown on her face. The map was… not as useful as she had been hoping. It gave her a vague idea of where some things were. But it lacked so much detail that she felt was necessary to a proper map. She would never be able to actually navigate with it beyond heading in a vague direction.

Not that she would be able to navigate with a proper map. Internet based maps and GPS had clearly spoiled her.

“Here is where we are,” Aziz said, pointing to a little square with a few spires in the middle of a narrow peninsula. Aside from a range of mountains running across where the peninsula met the main land and a small river passing through the mountains down near the spired building and off to the ocean, there wasn’t a single other detail on that section of the map. He ran his finger straight north until he reached a number of buildings all drawn together near the northern coast of the mainland.

Based on the mountains and the river near Teneville, her house was actually a short distance south of Teneville in the complete opposite direction from where he had dragged his finger.

“I come from here. Lyria. Largest city in the land. A beautiful land at that. The buildings reach as tall as the sky and the golden fields of wheat hug the hilltops around the city walls.” He let out a small sigh.

From Lyria, the continent curled back around with a few more buildings and landmarks drawn out. None as large as the city. Except for one mark on the map down at the southern tip—almost directly west of Teneville, with a sea separating the two lands. It was some kind of castle, drawn easily as large as Lyria. Alyssa pointed at it, “What is this?”

“Pandora? You don’t know?”

“I’m not from around these parts,” she said, waving her hand over the whole map. She figured it was a fairly safe bet that there was more to the world than what was drawn. Including Teneville and Lyria, there were only a handful of markers on the map. Unless the world was incredibly tiny. Which, for all she knew, it could be.

“You’re not from the islands over The Great Ocean, are you?” he asked, pointing off the map to the east.

Alyssa just shrugged. “I’m not entirely sure where I’m from in relation to here. I arrived here entirely on accident.”

He eyed Alyssa, staring and searching. But apparently didn’t find what he was looking for. “The Fortress of Pandora,” he started, pointing at the little castle, “occupies the entire stretch of land between The Great Ocean and the Sea of Tenebrael.”

It took Alyssa a great amount of will to keep herself from rolling her eyes. That angel sure had some problems with hubris. A village and a sea named after her? Alyssa couldn’t help but wonder how many other things she would encounter bearing the angel’s name.

“It protects us from… well, it’s just called the Desert now. It used to be a great civilization, one that rivaled the Lands of Lyria. Now? It’s overrun by beasts and monsters. Monsters that would travel north if the fortress were to fall.”

Beasts and monsters. Only a few minutes ago, Lazhar had mentioned harpies. She had assumed him to either be confusing wolves with something else or simply be mistaken. Harpies weren’t real, after all. On Earth. Yet they appeared in myths and stories. So it wouldn’t be surprising if he were mistakenly propagating myths of this world.

But if they had built a whole fortress to defend against a land overrun by monsters, maybe there was some truth to it.

Or it could just be bears. Lots and lots of bears.

“Apparently there are still people living south of the fortress. I don’t know how they manage to survive. Every so often, there is a tale of a human passing through the fortress to live in, explore, or otherwise visit the lands around Lyria.”

“Humans are resilient. We’re smart. We make tools, weapons, and armor to cover up our natural deficiencies. Where there is a will, there is a way.”

“Weapons and armor might be good for fighting other humans. There’s a limit when a monster can claw through iron and shrug off a thousand arrows with only the durability of their hide.”

Alyssa blinked and stared into his brown eyes for a moment, looking for some hint of a joke. She found none. “Surely that’s an exaggeration.”

“I… haven’t actually been to the fortress,” he said, rubbing the back of his short hair. “But the stories!”

“Are not the truth. Stories are always exaggerated to make things more interesting for the listener. Besides, even if what you heard is true, humans will devise some other way of dealing with the beasts. We’re surprisingly good at innovating ways to kill things. I mean,” Alyssa tapped the map, “this fortress hasn’t fallen. They must have a way to defend against attacks. How long has it been standing for?”

“Before I was born. Before my father as well.” His eyes turned distant at the mention of his father. Snapping back to reality, he shook his head. “A long time.”

“See? Someone found a way to kill them. And maybe the people living down there don’t even need to kill them. Perhaps they befriended or tamed the creatures.”

His head snapped towards her, actually stumbling back from where the map was laid out on the room’s bench. “Such a thing would be forbidden! Such jests are in poor taste.”

“I didn’t say that I do it,” she said in a hurry. She didn’t know who had forbidden taming monsters, but she had a decent guess. Being accused of heresy in the middle of a sycophantic town would probably not end well for her. Though if it actually pissed of that angel, maybe she should try.

Thankfully, her protest worked. He visibly calmed down. Though he did not speak.

So Alyssa turned back to the map. There wasn’t much to study, but it was better than absolutely nothing. Actually… Biting her lip, she glanced over at Aziz. He stared off out the open window, eyes not looking at anything in particular. Not that there was much to look at. His room faced the rear of the inn. There were no large groups of celebrating people. Just a windmill sitting out on a hill.

“Do you mind if I take a picture?”

“A picture? Like a portrait?”

“Not exactly,” she said as she pulled out her cell phone. It was a risk, especially with how he had reacted to the possibility of befriending monsters. But they had already established that she was from a far away land. She could just claim that it was a tool of her people. And she wouldn’t even be lying.

It took a moment to start up. She had kept it completely off to preserve the battery life. All the while, Aziz stared at the glossy black screen. When it lit up, he gasped. Rather than back away in fear, he actually leaned forwards. So Alyssa continued as planned. She held it over the map, hit the camera button, and showed him the resulting picture.

“There. Just like that.”

His hand reached out and lightly brushed against the glass, which ended up zooming in on the picture, cutting off half of Lyria in the process. He pulled his hand back with another gasp. “You copied it. So fast!”

“That’s what this does,” she said with a nod. She didn’t bother mentioning calling other people, the internet, or even playing music. The latter two would just waste batteries and she couldn’t demonstrate the former when nobody else had a phone.

“And you can copy anything just as fast?” He leaned around to see the other side. “Where does it put the paper? And the ink?”

Alyssa sighed. She only had a vague idea of how computers worked. Electricity and magnets. Ones and zeroes. Flattened rocks. None of which would be helpful to someone who didn’t even know what electricity was. “Magic?”

“I knew it!” He clasped his hands together, suddenly excited. Which was better than witch accusations. “Your accidentally arriving here was a magical accident.”

“Yeah, you could say that.”

“And that thing at your side,” he said, pointing at the holstered pistol. “It’s a magical weapon.”

“Close enough.”

“Still, I’m in awe,” he said, staring back at the phone. “We never had anything like that back at the academy. It would have been so useful. There are means for copying things, mind you, but not like this and not so fast. And nothing available to the younger acolytes when the masters wished for us to replicate things.”

“Academy?”

“Oh yes. My father paid…” his excitement died off in an instant. “I mean Lyria has a most prestigious academy. It’s the only magical academy I’m aware of, but it’s famous all the same. Unfortunately, I am not any good at magic.” Aziz moved over to the bed with all the enthusiasm of a child in a dentist’s office and grabbed a leather bag. One with a shining silver clasp, embedded with another amethyst. From it, he withdrew a deck of cards and scattered them across the bench.

Not quite modern cards and they weren’t playing cards either, but they were stiff and paper-like. High quality paper at that. He had only ten of them and each had the same symbol on the front. A single circle in the center had twelve spokes jutting out from it. All of which was contained within a second circle. Above and below the symbol were more of those angelic runes.

Aziz took one of the cards and held it between his forefinger and middle finger with the symbol pointed outward. He took a deep breath and began mumbling under his breath. Nothing Alyssa could make out, even standing next to him. With how much his face had scrunched up in concentration, she didn’t want to interrupt to find out. So she remained silent and watched.

And watched…

Nothing.

Tossing the card back onto the bench, Aziz let out a sigh and collapsed onto the bench next to the map. “You see? I cannot manage even the simplest of spells. The academy excommunicated me. After finding out, my father disowned me.”

Alyssa blinked, eyes wide and eyebrows high on her forehead. That did explain his presence on this pilgrimage. Lazhar had said that people who traveled to the temple didn’t often have much left. Still, that seemed rough. Though perhaps not as strange as she had initially thought, now that she was considering it. It probably didn’t happen often, but some people on Earth surely had increased tensions with their parents for failing out of colleges. In the past—in Earth’s Middle Ages, it probably had been much more common.

“Sorry,” Aziz said, putting on an obviously forced smile. “I didn’t mean to ruin your day.”

“No, I should apologize. I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories.”

He shook his head. “You didn’t know. Besides, I got to see your fascinating magic, even if understanding it is beyond me. You might not have shown me had you known.” He sat for just a moment before abruptly standing. “I think I’m going to go drink some outside. It should be nearly time to light the bonfire anyway.”

Alyssa, already standing, merely nodded her head. “That sounds good. I’d join you, but I’ve got work to do.” She just about walked out of the room before him, but paused for a moment, glancing down at the cards. “Do you mind if I keep one of these?”

“Keep them all. They’re worthless to me.” Aziz started walking towards the bed rather than the door. “Here,” he said as he picked up the fancy leather bag by the strap. Buckling the silver locket, he tossed it to Alyssa. “There’s ink, papyrus, feathers. Since you obviously weren’t able to supply before your accident, rebuild your stock of spells with that.”

“I can’t—”

“Don’t say you can’t take them.” He started walking backwards towards the door. Spreading his arms wide, he gave a pitiful chuckle. “I’m never going to use them again. Now, where’s that ale man.”

With that, he left Alyssa standing alone in the room, his cloak over one arm and his bag in the other. Accepting charity never sat well with Alyssa. Working for what she needed was just how her parents had raised her. All so that she wouldn’t be a drain on society. At the same time, she had always been taught to not frivolously waste. Her mother ensured that the dishes she ate from were as clean as they could be after meals, before putting them into the dishwasher.

And if he was being honest in not using the materials, who was she to turn down his gift? Even if magic either didn’t exist or if she couldn’t do it, as she expected to be the case, she could still sell the materials.

Scooping up the cards, Alyssa dropped them into the leather bag. She then carefully folded up the cloak and placed both items into her backpack. It was starting to get a little full, but better than leaving irreplaceable goods lying around her room for anyone to come in and steal.

Slinging it back over her shoulder, she exited the room in a hurry.

Yzhemal was shouting for her to get back to work.

            

    
        003.004 The Festival - Closing Ceremony

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa wobbled back and forth, nearly collapsing to the floor until that sudden feeling of wrongness that came with falling jolted her awake.

Yzhemal worked her hard the night before. Waiting tables wasn’t exactly difficult work. The menu only had five items on it; porridge, bread, boiled vegetables, stew, and smoked beef. Oh, and ale, of course. Everyone had to have their ale. In fact, she had hardly served any real food if she included alcohol in the ratio.

And the people… ugh. She should have expected it. Weaving around between crowded tables, people were bound to get their hands in places they shouldn’t. Resting her hand on the hilt of her knife usually had them backing away. One of the more rowdy of the bunch had needed a little extra encouragement to keep his hands to himself. Encouragement in the form of a closed fist to the jaw. He hadn’t bothered her after that. Despite nearly the entire tavern laughing at the guy, none of them really bothered her after that either.

At least not until new customers had arrived and the old ones left as the evening went on.

Yzhemal hadn’t been happy with her however. Apparently paying customers were worth more than she was. She hadn’t been fired, but he had said that she would be gone if it happened again.

Alyssa had figured that would have been the end of it.

How wrong she was.

As the evening wound down, Yzhemal sent her out to the stable. She wasn’t sure if it was a punishment or if he had been intending on having her out there regardless. There, Alyssa discovered yet another thing that she absolutely hated. Mucking stalls with nothing but candlelight to go off of. In the middle of the night at that. The cold night. She highly doubted the experience would have been enjoyable in the daylight. Even now, she could still smell it on her.

That had taken so long and had been so exhausting that she hadn’t even opened her bag to look into Aziz’s magic supplies before collapsing onto the bed. Being awoken seemingly an hour later hadn’t helped matters.

Standing out in the grassy courtyard of the temple as the sun started to wane towards nightfall, Alyssa wasn’t sure she would make it through the ceremony without collapsing. And there was still tonight to look forward to, serving customers. Joy.

Nearing evening, the sun hung low in the sky. It was at just the right angle to burn Alyssa’s tired eyes with its harsh light no matter where she looked. She could have turned around, but everyone else was facing the temple as well. She didn’t want to be the only one turned the wrong way.

Though she didn’t know why she bothered. Nothing was happening.

Alyssa stood among a large portion of the gathered townsfolk. Not everyone, but maybe a hundred people. Everyone had gathered around some raised dais in the center of the courtyard made from the same obsidian-like marble that the rest of the temple had been constructed from. The pilgrims had seats—almost more like stone beds, really—evenly spaced around some lavender flower at the middle of the dais.

Aziz was up there, relaxing on one of the beds. He hadn’t been in the tavern the night before, though his bodyguard—or whoever the man with the sword and muscles was—had been drinking at a table. She wasn’t sure where Aziz had gone, but obviously he was alright. Perhaps he had still been upset about their discussion.

To Aziz’s right was that rocker girl. Alyssa hadn’t heard that she had woken up, but she was sitting on her own. A fog hung in her eyes though. She didn’t look at anything in particular. Maybe asphyxiation induced brain damage? Or she could just be high again. Either one seemed likely. Aziz’s bodyguard wasn’t up on the dais, but most of the other strange people Alyssa had noticed were. The old man, the man in the nearly modern tuxedo, and the old woman who had been looking into a crystal ball on the first night all had seats. The sixth seat had a younger woman in it who was dressed in the same simple clothes that most of the village people wore.

In front of the dais, Lazhar stood with his hands clasped in front of him. When Alyssa had first arrived, she had barely recognized him. And not just because of her exhaustion. He barely looked like the jolly old brewmaster. A smooth black suit had replaced his dirt-stained work clothes. It had a line of buttons running up the left side rather than in the middle as modern suits usually had and the shoulders had some sort of silver plates covering them in a wide line. He had replaced his floppy felt hat with a tall and angular hat made from stiff white cloth. A golden ring ran around the top rim while criss-crosses of silver ran straight down the front until they hit the bottom of the brimless hat where the silver looped around his head.

He actually looked like a proper priest, if a bit of a silly one.

But he just stood with his eyes closed, his mouth moving in unheard prayers. A small fire burned to his side with a small obsidian kettle placed on top. She didn’t know what it was for and frankly, she didn’t care. It took all her effort to keep awake. Over an hour of standing around doing nothing was far too much for her.

Alyssa was about ready to walk away. She was tired. She needed a nap before work in the evening. Most of all, she hadn’t wanted to celebrate Tenebrael anyway. The only reason she had shown up was because Yzhemal had given her time off expressly for the ceremony. If she had just gone up to her room to nap, she felt certain that he would get her back out mucking stables.

Even though he didn’t appear to be in attendance himself.

Before she could act on her desire, something tickled at Alyssa’s nose. Brushing her hand over her face, she came away holding a silky black feather.

All traces of sleep vanished from her thoughts as she looked up to the sky. Feathers filled the air, swirling around in a gentle tornado. They wafted down on light gusts of air and landed on everything. People, the ground, the temple, the pilgrims, and even the fire. They didn’t burn though. Alyssa followed one of the feathers as the flames propelled it back up into the air. Not even the edges came away singed.

No one seemed to notice. Most people around her had their hands clasped together just like Lazhar. Some prayed while looking at the ground. Some had their eyes closed. Some stared up at the sky. Yet there was no reaction. Even as a feather landed right in the eye of one of the people next to Alyssa, they didn’t so much as blink.

The feather she was holding exploded into a mist of black motes.

“I almost forgot about you.”

Alyssa’s blood ran cold upon hearing that harmonious voice again. She snapped her gaze to where it had come from.

Tenebrael stood on the dais next to Lazhar with her wings spread wide. But she wasn’t looking at Alyssa. She hadn’t been addressing Alyssa. Her luminescent white eyes were locked on Lazhar. She grinned at him before turning around to look at the pilgrims. “You haven’t even started yet!” she said, hands on her hips as she sighed. “I have so much work to do. This is really not worth it, you know. You should fall down on your knees and lick my boots as thanks for bothering to showing up.”

Yet Lazhar didn’t respond. He didn’t look at Tenebrael. He kept his hands clasped in front of him and continued to pray. As did everyone else around Alyssa. Not a single person reacted to the angel’s words.

Alyssa shimmied over ever so slightly, making sure that she was almost entirely behind the person in front of her. Suddenly thankful for the sun and the warmth that it brought, she wondered what might have happened had she worn the violet cloak. Tenebrael hadn’t noticed her yet, but sticking out like a plum in a dirt patch would definitely have drawn some attention. Her wool jacket did stick out, but only from up close. From a distance, it was as brown as everything else.

Tenebrael turned to face her temple. Just as she had done when Alyssa had a machete in her hands, she raised a finger and pointed towards the doors. A black beam shot out and knocked against the doors, throwing them wide open. Despite their size running up almost the entirety of the six story building, the impossibly large doors opened near instantly, gliding along their hinges with barely any noise. Oddly enough, the doors opened outward.

Despite them opening in near silence, Lazhar ceased his prayer. As did everyone else. He turned with a bright smile to the open doors. “Her Holiness has joined us at last!”

Everyone around her clapped their hands together twice before kneeling down on the ground. Alyssa hesitated for just a moment before joining them in their prostration. Most people had their foreheads touching the grass, but a few looked up to see Lazhar and the pilgrims. She felt safe enough to look up as well.

Along with her vow to get home, Alyssa added finding a way to make Tenebrael pay. Not just for teleporting her to this strange world, but for making her kneel as well.

“Yes, yes,” Tenebrael said with an air of disdain, completely unaware of Alyssa’s thoughts. “Get on with it already.”

But Lazhar didn’t hear her. He turned towards the center where the lavender flower stood in a marble pot. Pot might not have been the best word as the vase was covered in etchings and artwork. The elegance with its flowing curves and two thick handles was a bit much for such a simple term. He reached out with a recently washed hand and plucked a petal from the flower, holding it lovingly in his hands.

“Once a year,” he said as he took two steps to the next petal, “this flower blooms.” He plucked the next petal and continued another two steps around the pot. “Once a year, this flower gifts us with six petals.” Plucking the petal in front of him, he took another two steps. “Six petals, freshly gathered and ground, will make six cups of tea. Six cups of tea that will, for a short time, allow six individuals to gaze upon Her Holiness! Tenebrael!” As he shouted, he came back around to face the majority of the crowd, holding the six petals he had gathered above his head.

Walking back to the fire and kettle, Lazhar dropped the petals into a small stone bowl. He picked up a pestle and began grinding the flower as he continued speaking. “Many of you travel in a parade unto our meeting place; some come from this village, some from across the seas. You may come for different reasons. Perhaps you wished to visit the holy temple and see its majesty with their own eyes.”

Alyssa glanced behind him at the Gothic cathedral. Begrudgingly, she admitted that it was a fairly impressive sight. Even for modern Earth. Sure, it wasn’t as tall as the skyscrapers of New York, but it had a certain elegance to it that was lost on modern architecture.

“Perhaps you have come on a sabbatical, seeking teaching of the humble caretakers of Her Holiness’ temple. I hope I provided well over the past few days.”

“Ugh, get on with it old man,” Tenebrael said, interrupting Lazhar.

Or not. He continued listing off reasons why people might journey to the temple completely disregarding his… Does she count as a goddess? Alyssa wondered as she watched the angel impatiently pace back and forth.

“Your speeches get worse every year. And longer. I really need to find a new high priest.”

“Or maybe,” Lazhar said, dumping the mulch into the kettle over the fire. “Maybe you have come because you have heard that we offer free ale.” He gave a soft chuckle, one echoed by some of the crowd. “And that’s perfectly fine.

“But those here on pilgrimage, they did not come for any of the frivolities of the festival. These brave few have come to drink of Tenebrael’s tea, to see the Unseen One.” He picked up the kettle with a thick cloth wrapped around its stone handle. The wizened old man on the first bed held out a small cylindrical cup made from the same black marble as the kettle and the temple.

As Lazhar poured tea for each of the pilgrims, Tenebrael moved up into the air, hovering with her gently moving wings just above the flower pot in the middle of all the beds. The tips of her boots just barely skimmed the top. One hand moved to brush a lock of her nearly waist-length hair behind her back. Her other hand moved to the air just above her head. The bright golden light from her halo appearing forced Alyssa to look at the ground with a wince.

Even the sun wasn’t so bright.

Other people didn’t have that problem. The man next to her still had his head up and looking towards Lazhar and the pilgrims. He couldn’t see Tenebrael. He wasn’t blinded by the light. Alyssa couldn’t understand why. Before the attempted robbery, she hadn’t been drinking any strange teas. And Lazhar had just said it was temporary anyway.

She could still hear him walking around, pouring the hot tea for the pilgrims. But she heard something else as well. The wizened man. His voice sounded so weak and decrepit with age. And yet, it was so full of joy.

“I see her,” he cried out. “Just as they said she would be.”

“She’s beautiful,” Aziz said, voice filled with awe. “I can hardly look. Her glory is so bright. But I must. I must see. I… I never believed…”

Completely lacking her earlier disdain, Tenebrael spoke in a voice so radiant that even Alyssa nearly shed a tear. Until she actually heard the words. “Do not fear,” Tenebrael said. “Do not fight it. I will be here, waiting to welcome you with open arms.”

Alyssa snapped her head up despite the blinding light, squinting to see what was happening.

“She spoke,” one of the pilgrims said in absolute awe, quickly echoed by the others.

All except for the old man. He coughed instead. With his arm stretched out towards Tenebrael, he collapsed first. The fortune teller followed almost instantly.

“Is there—” Aziz started, cutting himself off to cough as the punk girl slumped completely off her bed. “Is there anything waiting for us?”

“Nothing.” Tenebrael turned towards him with a serene smile. “Nothing but peace and rest without the wearies of the world to weigh you down.”

He nodded his head without taking his tear-filled eyes off Tenebrael. “Thank you,” he said. But he didn’t slump over. Even as the rest of the pilgrims collapsed, even as foam began dripping from the corner of his mouth, he stared. And Tenebrael stared back, the picture of patience.

Right up until the light in his eyes died out and his head sank to his chest.

“Finally,” she groaned as the halo above her head vanished into nothingness. In a single half-turn of her body, the tips of her wings brushed against all six of the pilgrims. A chill ran through the entire crowd—something everyone felt—as the white mist poured out of their bodies. She consumed the fog just as she had with the two robbers, only without all the writhing and joy on her face. She sucked it up as fast as she could. Once every scrap was gone, she pointed a finger towards her temple. The doors shut just as silently as they had opened. In a flurry of black feathers, Tenebrael vanished.

That seemed to be the signal to everyone else. The crowd rose to their feet. Lazhar started talking again, something about how the pilgrims had gone to her side and that there would be one more bonfire once night fell.

Alyssa didn’t hear. The words went in one ear and out the other without connecting anywhere in the middle. The people around her started walking off. All while she remained on her knees, entirely unable to clamp shut her open jaw.

            

    
        003.005 The Festival - Breakdown

    
    
    
    
                “You kill them! All the pilgrims who come here, you kill them!”

Yzhemal turned to look at Lazhar.

Lazhar turned to look at Yzhemal.

Alyssa ground her teeth together, staring at the two brothers as they turned back to face her. She had been in a stupor after the ceremony. Finding her unmoving as the bodies were being carted off somewhere, Lazhar had walked her back to the inn. Only when had he sat her down at the counter and Yzhemal poured her a drink did she finally snap out of it.

“You didn’t know?”

“Of course I didn’t know!” Alyssa said, slamming a fist on the table as she stared at the so-called priest of the so-called angel.

Lazhar clasped his hands together as he leaned against the counter from the seat next to her. “Where did you say you were from again?”

“I didn’t,” she said through grit teeth.

“It’s common knowledge. People travel from all corners of the land to ensure that they are delivered directly into Her Holiness’ loving embrace.”

Alyssa couldn’t help but to scoff at that. That angel treated criminals better than she had her own followers. Or maybe she simply enjoyed them more.

Now that she thought about it, Tenebrael had been looking forward to Alyssa’s supposed death. One full of suffering and agony for a time before she finally passed. If there was one thing she could say about the pilgrims’ deaths, it had been that they passed relatively quickly and painlessly. No one had been screaming out in anguish, in any case.

“If it’s so common, how come I didn’t know about it?”

“It isn’t often discussed in the open. Death is an uncomfortable topic for many.”

“Besides, you are a little thick in the head,” Yzhemal said under his breath. Still loud enough to get an admonishing look from his brother. “What? She is. She is clueless about money, good food seems to offend her. I even had to explain how to muck the stalls and then she still got it wrong, taking several times longer than it should have in the process.” As he spoke, he ticked off each point with his fingers.

Lazhar looked away from his brother to consider Alyssa with a scratching at his beard. “She does show up wearing impractical clothing.” His fingers stilled momentarily as he glanced down to her waist. “And doesn’t travel with decent weapons,” he mumbled, turning back to his brother. “A sheltered nobleman’s daughter who decided to run away, seeking love and adventure?”

“I’d expect a nobleman’s daughter to know what this is.” Yzhemal pulled out a silver bar and dropped it on the counter. “Your pay for the day, lass.”

She stared at the coin. He didn’t add in any bronze pieces, something she might have complained about under other circumstances. But then, she hadn’t worked for several hours because of that idiotic ceremony. If she had truly screwed up the stable mucking, it was probably more than fair.

He stood, turning to the back door behind the counter. “I have work to get done. When you’re finished, their rooms need to be cleaned. Any effects left behind should be delivered to Lazhar.”

Alyssa sent an accusatory glare to Lazhar as his brother left the room. “You kill them then you steal from them? You’re just a petty grave robber. Except more efficient without all the digging.”

Countenance darkening, Lazhar looked down at her. “There is plenty of digging. Surely you saw the graveyard. We take only what is required to erect a marker. Anything in remainder is buried with the pilgrims as a show of respect. If a pilgrim lacks the assets to pay the stoneman, I personally hand carve their marker to ensure that they are properly memorialized. That is something that is not common knowledge and I will thank you for not passing it around.” He leaned back and glanced to one side; towards the direction of the graveyard, though there were no windows to see out of the inn. “There is enough buried out there to rival the Pharaoh’s grand vaults, I’m sure.”

From his soft tone of voice, Alyssa had no reason to doubt the sincerity of his words. Which actually made this a fairly serious secret he was sharing so candidly. Word getting out would mean brigands and raiders—who probably wandered in droves around such a medieval world—would beset the town, looting and pillaging. In fact, even otherwise upstanding citizens might hear the call of greed to come and exhume as many graves as they could in a night or two before being run off.

Still… “You wouldn’t have to worry about that if you didn’t kill them in the first place.”

His eyes, which had been so jolly every other time Alyssa had seen them, turned sad. Not the kind of sadness for a lost loved one, but full of pity for another. “After witnessing what you saw, you don’t believe in Tenebrael?”

“Oh, I certainly believe in Tenebrael. I just—” Realization struck. Alyssa blinked, confused for a moment as she finished putting together the pieces. “This is all about belief, isn’t it. Six people a year get to see Tenebrael, they talk about her and probably describe her in some years. It isn’t about them though, it’s about the crowd. Six people just gave their lives to reaffirm the beliefs of a few hundred people.”

“More than a few hundred people. Almost everyone in attendance was not from Teneville.” Lazhar turned around, waving a hand through the tavern. “Most who view the ceremony here are not from this village. They will leave tomorrow. They will leave with this experience, believing in it until the day they die. And they will share this experience throughout their lives, reaffirming the beliefs of those who cannot travel.”

Alyssa turned away, utterly disgusted. However, she couldn’t help herself from asking, “What’s in it for you? Revenue for churches across the land? Ale sales? Or not…” she mumbled, more to herself than Lazhar. “You give ale away for free and if you cared about the money, you’d just dig up the graveyard.” Technically, Yzhemal didn’t give ale away for free. Customers did pay for it. But if they wanted it for free, all they had to do was go outside and find Lazhar. It was more like they were paying for the shelter, warmth, company, and service.

She turned to him and watched, waiting for what he would say. If he said anything at all.

Lazhar took a deep breath. Then he smiled. Not his most joyous smile, but a smile filled with sorrow. “Hope.”

“Hope.” Alyssa couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “That’s it. You kill people to reaffirm the beliefs of people solely for the sake of that belief.”

“Sometimes, a little hope is all that is needed. Consider those guarding the Fortress of Pandora—I assume you know of it—how willing would they be to die at the hands of vicious monsters for the sake of Lyria if they didn’t believe someone was waiting for them after their deaths?”

Disparaging soldiers for anything they fought for was not Alyssa’s right. Especially not soldiers defending their country. Some causes might be worthy of criticism, but not fighting to protect others.

Before her mother retired and became a security guard, she had been in the armed services. Alyssa had never asked why. Perhaps she would if she ever saw her mother again. Though she fully expected an answer about how it was for the money without any real deeper cause behind it.

Did that apply here? Did soldiers in this world get paid?

“If I might ask, you said you certainly believe in Her Holiness. Yet you do not believe in the purpose of the festival?”

Alyssa bit her lip. Mentioning her belief in Tenebrael might have been a mistake. Saying that she had seen her personally might be bad. What would a sycophantic priest do if she had seen his god? So she skipped that part entirely. “I believe it is wrong to advance towards death, neither—”

“Nor do I.”

“B-but you killed them.”

“You keep saying that,” he said with a sorry sigh as he shifted towards her on the stool. “Not a one of the pilgrims who have participated in a ceremony during my lifetime have been unaware of what the ceremony entails. I ask each and every one to ensure there are no misunderstandings. They are the ones who drink the tea in the end.”

He stood and crossed to the door, apparently satisfied with his speech.

“How do you know she cares?” Alyssa said before he could leave.

“Ah,” he hummed, turning with a wide smile. “That is actually the easiest question to answer. Every pilgrim who sees Her Holiness has their words and actions recorded. The content varies, but we can infer her responses. Sometimes a pilgrim will repeat her words verbatim. Today, I am curious as to her response for Aziz’s question. He did thank her for it.”

She really wanted to tell him about how she acted; both her actions before the ceremony as well as how she had suddenly put on a holy show while the pilgrims were dying were worthy of mention—the fact that she had complained about his speech as well. Just to scream out how wrong he was. But she was still wary of telling him that she could see Tenebrael. Instead, she sighed and changed the topic, wanting to keep the sycophant from knowing much about her.

“I don’t think you’re a bad man, Lazhar.”

“Thank you,” he said with a dip of his hat.

“If morally shady. But this religion is dangerous. You might be honorable, but you won’t be around forever,” she said, recalling Tenebrael’s words about finding a new high priest. “How long before someone exploits the ceremony? Before a new high priest digs up and uses the riches in the graveyard? Before someone builds churches around the land, claiming that Tenebrael needs money and then collects it for themselves?”

For once, Lazhar didn’t respond. His countenance shifted to a thoughtful expression as Alyssa stood up.

“I suppose I should go clear their things,” she said with a small sigh, heading towards the stairs.

One more night. Once morning hit, Alyssa was going to leave. She couldn’t stick around this place any longer. Perhaps nowhere else would be better, but it could hardly be worse. Lyria seemed a good destination, though maybe with a stop at her home to collect a few more supplies.

            

    
        004.001 Leaving Teneville - Home Sweet Home

    
    
    
    
                Home sweet home.

Sort of.

Seeing it surrounded by grass with the wooden fence cut off a few feet away from the walls in a perfectly smooth line gave it an uncanny feeling. Even more eerie, it felt empty. Alyssa hadn’t gone inside yet, but just looking at it from where the street should be, it held an air about it like it was lost to time. Though it was actually from the future, relative to the technology level she had seen anyway.

It was a shame the driveway had been left behind. Since both of her parents had been gone, both their cars were gone as well. Alyssa’s pickup had been parked outside the garage in its usual spot at the end of the driveway. A sharp line in the cement halfway there mirrored the smooth surfaces of the cut off fence. The truck would have been handy. Depending on the scale of the map Aziz had given her—if it even had proper scaling—she probably could have driven to Lyria in no more than three days at a sedate and careful pace. At the very least, she could have taken it to the mountains on the other side of Teneville. The terrain, though hilly, was smooth enough for a vehicle.

Wishing was all well and good, but it neither changed anything nor helped get her moving. So, with a sigh, Alyssa walked up to the front door and walked inside. She hadn’t locked it before she left—with the window broken, it wouldn’t have stopped anyone from getting in. Actually, she was hoping that Tenebrael would have done something to hide it from others. Though that might be a bit much to hope for from such a horrible being.

Alyssa felt the cool air-conditioned air before anything else. She almost started enjoying it as a welcome change from the heat of the day. Breathing in the air crushed her enjoyment to dust.

Choking down a gasp, Alyssa clasped the sleeve of her jacket over her mouth.

The rank smell of rotting meat burned at her nose. She gagged, turning back to the fresh outside air.

How could she have forgotten? Two dead bodies—Two people that she had killed. And she had just left them lying around. To be fair, she hadn’t planned on running off and spending three days in a village. Her short journey away from home had been solely intended to get a lay of the land. She had gotten all that and more.

But at a cost.

Taking a deep breath, she stepped back into the house. She couldn’t hold it forever. By the time she made it down the hallway to her parents’ bedroom, she had to breathe through her mouth. First thing first, she opened a few windows. Second, she peered down into the walk-in closet.

The body sat slumped against the wall, just as she had left it. Except the skin had taken on a sickly gangrenous pallor. Not really rotted out just yet, but it was getting there. Then there were the flies. Hundreds of them buzzed around the corpse. It sounded like an angry swarm of bees.

Alyssa ran to the bathroom. Strangely enough, she wasn’t feeling half as ill as she had the day she arrived in this strange world despite the condition of the body being far worse. Rather than empty her latest meal into the toilet, she threw open the closet. From the bathroom cleaning supplies, she pulled out bright yellow rubber gloves. Before putting them on, she glanced down at herself.

In a flash, she stripped out of her clothes, threw them into the washing machine, changed into her sports bra and workout pants, and wrapped a few towels around herself. It was strange that the washing machine worked—or any appliance really—but Alyssa wasn’t going to question her luck. Instead, she put on the gloves and went back to the closet.

“Sorry about this,” she mumbled as she reached down. Gripping the body under its arms, she dragged it out of the closet, through her parents’ room, down the hall, and out the front door. From there, she carried it a short distance away and dropped it on the ground.

The other body, which Alyssa ran back inside to her brother’s room to collect, was in much the same condition as the first. Maybe slightly better, but only because this one didn’t have bullet holes ventilating the body. Like the first, she dragged it outside and dropped it next to his father.

A part of her felt bad about leaving them in the open, exposed to wild animals, insects, and the elements. The unfortunate fact was that the garden shed hadn’t come with the house. Like her car and the fence, it had been left behind on Earth. With no tools, she would be forced to dig by hand. And that was simply not feasible. She might be able to collect a shovel from Teneville. Lazhar surely had one. Really, she should probably bring them to the graveyard so that they could have a proper burial. Dragging them all the way to Teneville was even less feasible than digging a shallow grave with her bare hands. And bringing other people here to help collect them on a wagon would expose her house.

No. She would leave them alone and exposed. If they truly wanted a respectable funeral, they should have pursued respectable careers rather than become thieves. Besides, Tenebrael had taken their souls—that white mist had to be souls, what else would it be—so these bodies were nothing more than lumps of water, carbon, and a handful of other elements.

Removing the towels and draping them over the bodies—less to be respectful and more because she didn’t want blood and rotten flesh clinging to them inside the house, she returned to the washroom and found a full bottle of bleach. Which she upended in the closet and the hallway where the bodies had been, though not before opening absolutely every window in the house. It would probably ruin the wood floor. Alyssa found it hard to care. It wasn’t like she planned on sticking around for long. It was a just in case measure should she find cause to return. Walking into a foul smelling charnel house once was more than enough for her.

Dirty work done, Alyssa took a quick shower—her first in three days—and set to doing what she had originally meant to do in the first place.

“Time to resupply.”

Technically, she hadn’t used all that much in the way of supplies. Only a few granola bars between her house and Teneville. The sad fact was that she hadn’t come properly prepared in the first place. To that end, she again went to her brother for help.

Since Clark had gone off to college, he had left a great deal behind. Including almost everything from his Wilderness Ranger days. Camping and survival gear just wasn’t that useful in a college dorm. However, it was perfect for Alyssa. The Rangers went camping one weekend every month and Clark had been in the Rangers from when he turned twelve until he turned eighteen. Six years worth of gear.

Digging through, she quickly found his hiking backpack. Much larger than her old high school backpack that she had taken on her first excursion. She dumped everything out on the floor and started going through exactly what she needed.

Maps? Absolutely worthless. A small metal cylinder that unpacked into a ten piece pot and pan cookware set? Potentially very useful. Sleeping bag? He had a few in his closet. Alyssa selected the thinnest and lightest one of the lot. And she grabbed a little personal tent as well. It was extra weight, but she worked out. She ran and lifted weights. Carrying it around might be a nightmare, but it would probably be worth it. Besides, like all exercise, she would get used to it. A bag of trail mix that was probably five years old? Alyssa tossed it in the trash.

She continued sorting through things—a watch, writing utensils, sunglasses, gloves, nylon rope, a whistle, binoculars, his camping guide which contained common flora and fauna, and several other items—until she heard a noise from behind her. Just a light creak of the front door closing.

Instantly, Alyssa found herself on edge. Her hand found her side, only to grip nothing but air.

When she had changed her clothes, she hadn’t reequipped her sidearm. The holster was sitting on the counter in the washroom. But she was in her brother’s room. She had survived an intrusion once before in the very same situation. Reaching down to the floor, she picked up the baseball bat from where she had dropped it after killing the first thief—she hadn’t touched it once since then—and leaned around the door frame into the hall.

A woman stood with bright golden hair running down her back, staring around the entryway. That on its own wouldn’t have been so strange. Alyssa could hardly remember the appearance of everyone she had encountered back at Teneville. It was entirely possible that someone had followed her back.

Except for the outlandish outfit.

Her boots were made of gold bands that criss-crossed up to her knees like a smooth braid. One of her hands had a similarly styled glove—her other hand was bare—though the glove turned to a single band that wound around her arm until it reached her elbow. She had a collar of gold as well that covered her entire neck and the tops of her shoulders, but the metal gave way to bare skin below that. A ‘V’-shape of gold plates covered her breasts just enough to not be baring everything, but would still be a scandalously low cut even on Earth. The ‘V’ led down to little pleats of gold that made up a short skirt.

If the armor—did something so impractical count as armor?—wasn’t enough, she had two golden-white wings sprouting from her back.

Already feeling a sick sensation in her stomach, Alyssa called out to the woman. “What do you want?”

The woman jolted as if she had just stuck her tongue to a battery. She slowly turned around to face the opposite end of the hall before turning back to Alyssa. “Me?” she said, pointing a finger to her bare chest. “You can see me?”

Alyssa just groaned. I knew it, she thought. Another angel.

            

    
        004.002 Leaving Teneville - Another Angel

    
    
    
    
                “You’re Alyssa Meadows?”

Alyssa stared at the angel, wondering how she should act. If she was anything like Tenebrael, a bat wasn’t going to do much good. Neither would a gun. However, Tenebrael was clearly the evil twin of the two, what with her dressing in all black and taking people’s souls. So, deciding to be mildly hospitable, she lowered the bat and nodded her head.

Radiance beamed from the angel’s sudden smile as her wings carried her right in front of Alyssa, definitely breaking the boundaries of personal space. She gripped Alyssa’s hand and held it against her uncomfortably warm chest. “I finally found you! I’ve been searching for you everywhere. Absolutely everywhere! I thought you were still on Earth. But then I saw Tene leave and I followed after her on a hunch. And here you are! You’re not supposed to be here, you know?”

As she spoke, the overexcited angel bounced up and down on her heels. Or maybe that was her wings. Alyssa didn’t pay her much attention. One word in the angel’s exclamation stuck out to her.

“You’re from Earth.”

“Oh yes,” she said, hopping back and releasing Alyssa’s hand to give a slight bow. “Principality Iosefael. I’ve never really introduced myself to a human before. Well, you humans always say that experience is the best teacher! I guess you could say that I’m in charge of—”

“You can take me home?” Alyssa said, completely forgetting about her plans to travel to Lyria, or Teneville, or even Tenebrael. “You’ll take me home, right?”

“Certainly. You’re not supposed to be here. A fish out of water, you are. Your very presence will mess up a whole lot of things. Like Earth! Tenebrael has been going around causing so much havoc. She’s not supposed to be there and look what has happened. I tried to stop her, but then she just—”

Alyssa clapped her hands onto the Iosefael’s shoulders, letting the metal bat fall to the ground with a clatter. “That’s great and all, but take me home. Then you can tell me all your stories about how terrible Tenebrael is.”

She blinked her eyes. Weird eyes, Alyssa noted. While Tenebrael’s eyes glowed a bright white and had no irises or pupils to speak of, this angel’s eyes were green—maybe slightly larger irises than a normal person’s were. But her pupils were in the shape of an equal cross. No black dot in the center, just a dark vertical line crossed with a dark horizontal line.

“Right,” Iosefael said. “Of course. One moment.” She lifted her gloved hand high above her head. It shined with a brilliant light, though not quite as bright as Tenebrael’s halo had been during the ceremony. “I, Principality Iosefael, by the authority granted to me to oversee matters on Earth, hereby send one Alyssa Meadows back to the world in which she belongs! Confirming Earth’s existence. Earth confirmed. Beginning—”

The light of her glove wound all the way up the spiral of gold to her elbow where it flashed and died out.

And then…

Alyssa glanced around. Nothing had changed. But the house was from Earth anyway. She took a few quick steps back into her brother’s room and looked out the window.

Green grassy hills stretched all the way to the rings reaching high over the horizon.

“I don’t think it worked,” Alyssa said, trying to keep her tone of voice light. Surely the angel was just a little rusty. How many times did humans get sent to alternate universes anyway? Probably not all that often.

The angel, who had followed her into the room, wasn’t looking quite so radiant anymore. Her smile was barely a sliver of parted lips and her wings had drooped behind her.

“Alyssa Meadows,” Iosefael shouted again, pointing her finger straight up. “Thee, who have been displaced from thine proper existence—”

The light in her glove died off before she had even finished whatever she was trying to say.

As Iosefael stared at her hand in absolute shock, Alyssa felt the last bit of elation die away. She turned and sat down on the bed again. A multi-tool? Yeah, that seemed like a good thing to pack away for her trip. Alyssa pretended not to hear the angel’s continued attempts to send her back. The words changed every time; sometimes a different order, sometimes with entirely new phrases. She mumbled something about calculations and confirming that Earth still existed as well. Yet every time the angel finished—something she only managed a fourth of the time—Alyssa looked up to the window to find the scenery unchanged.

By the twentieth time, Alyssa had enough. She looked up at the angel and just sighed. “You’re really bad at this, aren’t you.”

“That’s not fair. This should work. I don’t understand.” Iosefael leaned in far too close as she stared with her odd eyes. “You are from Earth, right? Not some other Alyssa Meadows.”

“I am Alyssa Meadows and I’m from a place the people of Earth called Earth. Maybe you’re mixed up over which Earths?”

“No, no,” she hummed as she turned away, crossing her arms in a huff. “There’s only one Earth.” Her eyes shifted around the room, scanning over various objects until she came to a rest on the backpack that Alyssa was slowly filling with supplies.

It was about time to change rooms. She wanted to get at least a few changes of clothes from her room. The most rugged clothes she could find. Maybe digging through her mother’s old military gear wouldn’t be a bad idea either. She had to have some Army boots around. It might even be worth it to pack a dress or two. Not to wear, but surely there was some noble in the city willing to pay a fortune for ‘a fanciful dress from a distant land’ or some other nonsense she could make up then.

She would pack those last and only take them if they fit in.

“The house!” the angel half-shouted, snapping her metal gauntlet. “Of course! Tenebrael probably brought it here for a reason. I bet if I send it back—”

Alyssa jumped up and grabbed Iosefael’s hand before she could thrust it into the air. She leaned in close to the startled angel and spoke in a low, dangerous voice. “If you make this house disappear and leave me stranded without any modern equipment, I will be extremely cross. I don’t know if I can hurt an angel, but I will try my best to find a way.”

Iosefael backed away a single step when Alyssa let go of her hand. Her eyes held just a thin glaze of tears.

Yet Alyssa didn’t feel guilty in the slightest. Between having a useless angel happy with her or having modern equipment in a medieval age, she would select the latter every single time. So she simply sat down and continued her work. But only after ensuring that the angel wasn’t about to try sending away the house the moment she turned Alyssa gaze away.

“What are you doing?” Iosefael asked after a few minutes of watching, sitting down on the bed with her legs crossed beneath her.

“Packing. Isn’t it obvious?”

“But for what?”

“I need supplies. There’s a city somewhere to the north and I intend to visit.”

“You what?” She floated to her feet, wings quivering in agitation. “You can’t visit places! You’re lucky you wound up in the middle of nowhere! What if you accidentally interact with someone?”

“Too late,” Alyssa said without looking up. “Already found a town. Worked as an innkeeper for a few days. Talked to a number of people.”

Ignoring the strangled sound from the angel, Alyssa stood and put on the backpack, testing its weight. It was actually fairly light. Her muscles didn’t strain much more than they had while picking up her other backpack, and she had already transfered the contents—save for Aziz’s gear, which she was still not sure what she was going to do with. Part of that was probably not that it weighed the same, but simply because of the straps; The hiking backpack had more of a harness than just the two simple shoulder straps, so more of her body was supporting it.

The tent had come with the backpack and had its own little spot to hang from the bottom, but after walking around the room for three steps, Alyssa had already tired of it slapping her in the butt. An extra strap to tie it to the top of the bag would solve that problem. She’d have to remember to grab a belt and strap it on before she left.

Otherwise satisfied with the current state, she moved down to her parents’ room, skipping over her own clothing for the moment in the hopes of finding decent gear among her mother’s effects.

The closet smelled like bleach—she might have used a bit too much—but that was only a temporary discomfort compared to what the wilderness might be without proper preparation. Before even looking at the clothing, she crossed straight to the far wall and reopened the gun safe. She took every box of ammunition that fit her pistols and didn’t stop there. They had a revolver with a separate caliber of bullets which Alyssa neatly packed into the backpack.

“You’re not going to kill anyone, are you?” The angel, who had floated after her with a far more lethargic air about her than when they had first met, stared at all the equipment she was packing with wary eyes.

“Not planning on it,” Alyssa said as she moved back to the gun safe. “Only if people attack me first.” She stopped, eying the shotguns and the rifles. Both could be useful in different ways. She had never fired either before, only the pistols, but it couldn’t be that difficult. The biggest problem was the ammunition. Just counting what she had packed already, it had nearly doubled the weight of the backpack. Bullets weren’t light. Guns even less so. Taking both could be difficult.

“This seems excessive for self-protection,” the angel said, picking up the revolver with two fingers and an expression on her face like it had personally insulted her mother.

“Apparently this world is filled with beasts, monsters, and harpies.” Alyssa picked up the shotgun, testing its weight. “So far, all the people I’ve met have been friendly. Relatively so. It’s not them I’m worried about.”

“Harpies?” Iosefael scoffed. “This world is old enough to be out of the Age of Legends. I still remember the day it was created and Tenebrael came to tell me about being selected as its Dominion. That was a long time ago. Any monsters left over should all be extinct.” She fluttered over to the window and stared outside.

“That’s just what I heard,” she said, exchanging the shotgun for the rifle and bringing it up to her shoulder to peer down the sight. She kept it aimed away from the angel at the window, watching the digital clock on the bedside table instead. Doing so didn’t really help her much. She couldn’t get a feel for the gun or which was better. Just as she replaced it on the rack, Iosefael turned around with a startled gasp.

“What is going on? This world is all wrong. What have you done, Tene?”

The more she spoke, the less confidence she inspired in Alyssa. It was enough to have Alyssa turning to face her with a deep frown on her face. Though, watching her, an idea started to form.

“Say, Iosefael, what are you planning to do now that you can’t send me home?”

“I…” Her instant response died off as she slumped, mumbling to herself about Tenebrael. But her slump didn’t last long. She squared her shoulders and puffed out her chest—pressing it further against the golden bonds that held it in place. “I can’t stay here. Tene is making a mess on Earth and no one is going to stop her but me. Or, I hope no one is going to stop her. If they do…” Her eyes shifted away from Alyssa as she started rubbing her hands together.

Well there went that idea. She had been considering having the useless angel lessen her ineptitude by a small margin through the selfless act of carrying a duffel bag full of weapons. Alyssa had a whole excuse prepared about how Iosefael needed to follow her around because she might otherwise get into all sorts of trouble. Still, maybe she could get something else out of it. “I don’t suppose you could like… carry me off to the city? Just before you go. As an apology for Tenebrael or something.”

The angel narrowed her eyes. “If you leave, you’re going to interact with things and mess things up.”

“You said it yourself. This world is already messed up.” Alyssa wasn’t really sure about the context behind the world’s status. It almost sounded like they were talking about fate, or something similar. Fate obviously didn’t exist. If it did, she would have been unable to survive her apparent schedule with death. “Besides, the food here won’t last forever. I’ll starve if I never leave.”

Iosefael shifted, moving her weight from foot to foot, suddenly looking distinctly uncomfortable. “You’re not supposed to be alive anyway. I don’t know how you’re alive, but I suspect Tene—”

“Was that it then?” Alyssa said, voice icy cold. “You were going to take me back to my Earth and then kill me? To correct some ledgers?”

“Of-Of course not! An angel cannot directly harm a mortal! It is forbidden!”

“Perhaps indirectly then? Perhaps you were going to have someone suffer from a bout of divine inspiration?” she said, using Tenebrael’s words from the night she had appeared. The useless angel didn’t respond, continuing to look uncomfortable and refusing to look Alyssa in the eyes. “Get out,” she said, voice coming out as a hissed whisper. When the angel looked up with tears in her eyes but didn’t move, Alyss repeated herself, shouting. “Get out!”

“It’s just the way things are,” Iosefael said, crestfallen as she looked to the floor. “The way things have to be. Nothing personal.”

Alyssa leveled the shotgun in her hands at the angel. She doubted it would do much—especially in its current unloaded state—but she was too angry to care. It got results. Nothing to complain about that. While she had expected the angel to disappear in a flurry of molted feathers as Tenebrael had, Iosefael’s slow backing away worked just as well. She walked out of the room, down the hall, paused at the entrance threshold to look up and stare at Alyssa. With a sad shake of her head, she flapped her wings and vanished through the open entrance.

Marching up in her wake, Alyssa slammed the front door shut. A few bits of already broken glass came loose and clattered to the floor. Alyssa just stared at them with a sick feeling in her stomach. Apparently, not only could angels not be relied on to be reliable, but at least one wanted her dead, even if she had been… nice about it. The fact that Tenebrael had not arranged it so that Alyssa would find herself waking up dead might ironically mean that she was the lesser of the evils, though trusting that to hold for any length of time was a foolish idea.

Unfortunately, Alyssa was left back where she had started. It looked like she would have to travel the hard way.

            

    
        004.003 Leaving Teneville - Back to Teneville

    
    
    
    
                While Alyssa had discovered that she really didn’t care for the company of angels no matter the color of their clothes, there was one unfortunate fact about missing out on Iosefael carrying, or magicking, her around the world. She had to pass through Teneville. Well, she didn’t have to. She could have gone around. But that would have added both time and discomfort to her trip.

For the last week, Alyssa had been living out of her home, eating proper food, enjoying the regulated temperature, regular bathing, and her soft bed. She hadn’t been sure what she had wanted to do. Home had a lot of comforts. Comforts she was reluctant to leave behind. But staying behind was stagnant. It was essentially saying that she was alright with whatever Tenebrael had planned for her. Worse, Iosefael knew where she lived and, as much as she hated to admit it, Iosefael might be the more dangerous of the two angels. If the golden-winged angel found some way to send her home, she would probably wind up dead. Tenebrael, though she had tried to kill her the night of the robbery, ended up keeping her alive, even if she was stuck in this strange world.

So she decided to leave. The last few days, she had been doing research. Since her internet connection still worked at home despite being a world away, she had looked up a great deal on medieval society, living conditions, and so on. It might not accurately reflect the state of this world given the apparent existence of magic, but she was hoping that it would be close enough that she wouldn’t be wandering around completely blind.

In addition to her survival gear, Alyssa had packed a number of extras. Mostly things that she thought she might be able to sell and wouldn’t miss should she need to return home. The entire spice cupboard was sitting in the top of her pack along with several printed copies of Aziz’ map. Both should fetch a good price, though she was planning on waiting with them until she learned a little more about this world to avoid being severely ripped off in her ignorance.

Unfortunately, yet expectedly, searching up maps only returned Earth. Her Earth. Or fantasy maps, but every wannabe writer and tabletop game master had created detailed maps of their own worlds. Looking through all of them to see if Aziz’s map matched one would be nothing more than an exercise in futility. As such, she not only needed to return to Teneville because it was directly on the way to the mountain pass leading to Lyria, but she wanted to pick Yzhemal’s mind on what she could expect from traveling. Aside from the apparent harpies.

Actually walking through the town, she wasn’t so sure about her decision.

The place was empty. Completely vacant. If it weren’t for having passed a dozen or so farmers out toiling in the fields, she might have thought that something terrible had happened. Gone were all the merry visitors. The bonfire in the central square was nowhere to be found, though there was a small and still lit fire pit in its place. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t spot Lazhar with his ale cart anywhere around.

Alyssa made her way to the inn. She really didn’t know where else to go. The temple was right out. Perhaps the brewery would be an option. Apart from the brothers and Aziz, she really hadn’t made any acquaintances within the town.

Shrugging off her pack in the entryway, she stared over the tavern. All the tables were empty. Yzhemal wasn’t at his usual place behind the counter. Where once stood groups of people drinking, eating, and laughing, nobody existed. It was just getting to be evening, so it wasn’t like the customers would still be asleep in their rooms.

A thud echoing out from the back room stole Alyssa’s attention. Someone or something was here, back in the kitchen area. Keeping her hand on the grip of her holstered pistol, she walked forward and around the counter. The door swung open on its iron hinges with only a light press, creaking as it moved. Darkness filled the kitchen. The door in the back was shut to the point where only a little of the evening light sneaked through the cracks. Aside from that, there wasn’t even a candle burning. None of the cooking fires were lit.

Everything that needed heating was heated over an open flame. For that reason, most of the room had been constructed out of stone. Ale barrels lined the opposite wall. Some strongly alcoholic, others weak. The weak barrels were for children and people who just wanted to hydrate themselves without getting inebriated while the strong were purely for recreation. Water simply wasn’t as safe to drink for the most part in medieval ages, according to the internet. The brewing process mostly sterilized contaminants that were present in the water.

Not that the people around here knew that. They just knew that people tended to get sick when they drank water and never got sick on an ale diet. If Alyssa ended up having to live in this world for any length of time, she might try starting some technological revolutions. To that end, she had printed out a few Time Traveler’s Cheat Sheets with quick facts regarding flight, technology, health, chemistry, and other things. Although, it was entirely possible that magic would have replaced a portion of the contents in this world.

Which was another reason she had decided to come back to the brothers before setting off. If only they were around. The noise she had heard must have been the door closing. Perhaps Yzhemal had been heading out to properly muck the stalls.

Lightning raced through Alyssa’s veins as a hand clasped down on her shoulder. Spinning, she drew her pistol, flicked off the safety, and kept her finger off the trigger.

“Most guests wait at the counter,” Yzhemal grunted out, taking a step away from her.

Alyssa, after making sure it really was the innkeeper’s scraggly beard in the darkness, let out a long sigh as she holstered her gun. “Don’t scare me like that.”

“Oh, you again lass.” His eyes, though hard to see in the dark, followed her hands down to her side until she had snapped the button shut. “Sorry, I’ve got no job for you now that the festival is done with. Not enough customers.”

“You’re telling me,” she said, allowing herself to be led back out into the main tavern room. It was better lit than the back with its three windows fully open. The light wouldn’t stay that way for long though, the sun was nearing the rings of the planet, about to dip down below the horizon for the night. “The tavern is empty, as are the streets. I thought something bad happened.”

“It’s like this every year. The visitors all leave. The town goes back to work. Fields need tending, animals need herding, lumber needs chopping, carpentry needs carpentering, and so on. Can’t have a big party every night.” He sat Alyssa down at the counter and gave her a long look. “If you’re wanting work, one of them will hire you, I’m sure. If you’re wanting a room, it’ll cost you.”

Alyssa jumped to her feet. “I do want a room, but I actually have a… deal to propose,” she said as she ran across the room to grab her backpack.

“Bargaining for a room? I normally deal in coins only.”

For some reason, the people around here called them coins even though they were bars. Just another nuance that she didn’t quite get.

“I have two things for you. The first is a meal! You were complaining about my reaction to your food, so I thought I’d bring something from my home. Lands. My homelands.” She pulled out a package of ground beef. It had been sitting in the freezer until she left. The warmth of the day had thawed it, maybe a bit too much, but it would probably still be good to eat. That, along with a few buns, some packets of ketchup from a fast food place, lettuce, and a few tomatoes that had been in her fridge, would make a fairly good hamburger. “I’m going to need your kitchen though. Just a fire and a small table space to prepare.”

“You’re trying to buy a room with food.”

“Not just any food. Exotic foods from a distant land, filled with tastes you’ll probably never taste again.”

Honestly, Alyssa was looking forward to the meal more than he should be. Unless she found a very strange corner of the world, this would probably be the last she tasted of Earth food. Proper Earth food, anyway. She still had an assortment of emergency travel rations such as granola bars and a few military rations pulled from her family’s food storage. Even if she came back to her home again, plenty of things would be going rotten. She had thrown a bunch of food into the freezer in an attempt to preserve them just in case she did return. That was unfortunately limited by space.

She continued pulling out everything she needed and got to placing them on the table, ignoring the dour expression on Yzhemal’s face.

“You’re not going to give me a choice in this, are you?”

Alyssa paused to glance at him. “I’m going to cook some for me no matter what. If you can manage to resist the delicious aroma, you’re welcome to skip eating.”

His beady eyes narrowed for one moment before rolling around in his skull. “I’ll go get the fire running.”

“Oh, I wanted to watch you start the fire. If you don’t mind.” Over the past three days, the fire hadn’t gone out even once. Either she or Yzhemal got up at varying points throughout the night and threw more wood on. “Just in case it was different from how we do it back home.”

“Start a fire?” he asked, turning towards her with an eyebrow raised. “I’m going to grab a log from the fire pit in the center of town. We keep it going specifically to avoid having to start fires.”

“But… what do you do if it goes out?”

“Hope someone has a flame already lit in their homes.”

Alyssa blinked at that. Surely just lighting a fire anew was easier than figuring out who had one going. “How would you start a fire from nothing if there were no already lit flames in the near vicinity?”

“I would consider ourselves lucky that my brother has some skill in basic magic. Not enough to be called an arcanist, but enough to light a simple fire.”

“Magic can’t have a monopoly on fire starting,” Alyssa said in a flat tone of voice. She couldn’t help it. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “What about flint and steel? Magnesium? Even just rubbing two sticks together…” A look from Yzhemal had Alyssa trailing off. It wasn’t a hostile look. He wasn’t angry that she was speaking blasphemy or anything similar. It was a look of confusion. As if she were suddenly speaking in a strange language. Maybe magnesium was a word they didn’t have, but rubbing two sticks together?

Something told her that starting a proper industrial revolution might be slightly more difficult than she had originally thought.

            

    
        004.004 Leaving Teneville - Lessons from the Future

    
    
    
    
                Three burgers stood tall on Yzhemal’s nicest wooden plates. Buns, ketchup, meat, lettuce, and tomato. Alyssa had skipped over onions, cheese, pickles, and many other things that she might otherwise have. With the brothers so used to such bland food, she didn’t want to overwhelm them. Given the lack of tomatoes anywhere, she felt fairly certain that the ketchup and tomato slices alone would be exotic enough for them. To further enhance the tomatoes, each plate had roughly a third of a tomato sitting to the side. A way to eat it without getting it mixed with the rest of the flavors.

Lazhar, who Yzhemal had fetched while Alyssa was cooking, leaned to one side and then the other. His fingers curled through his beard nonstop. On the other side of the table, his brother merely stared with a frown.

“Oh just eat already,” Alyssa said as she picked up her own burger and bit right into it.

She almost started tearing up at the thought of never having a hamburger again. Instead, she just took a second bite and quaffed those feelings with a small drink of the strong ale. The burger wasn’t one hundred percent perfect. Yzhemal obviously lacked a modern propane grill. Or even a metal grate to cook over. He just had a metal—probably iron—stand that went above the fire that one could hang pots from. She had to cook in one of those iron pots. Figuring out how to flip the patties without a proper spatula had nearly wound up with them burned.

The open fire did lend a slightly different flavor to the meat. Something a bit more woody. It wasn’t bad. Unless that taste was previous meals that hadn’t been properly cleaned from the pans.

Alyssa was trying to not think so hard on that.

Seeing her eat, the brothers finally mimicked her actions and took moderately large bites. Between her own bites, Alyssa watched. Neither spat it back out. They both chewed for a moment before swallowing.

“It’s…”

“Not bad,” Lazhar said as he took a second bite.

“A bit much. I can hardly tell where one thing ends and another starts.”

“That’s probably the ketchup,” Alyssa said. “The red paste you saw me pouring on. It’s made from the fruit sitting on your plates, but it has so many herbs and spices added in it that its almost unrecognizable as a tomato.”

In an almost disappointing flash, Alyssa finished off her burger. Yzhemal and Lazhar took a bit longer, but they finally finished. They then ate their tomato slices which they seemed to enjoy a whole lot more.

“Interesting,” Yzhemal said, actually smiling at the red fruit in his fingers. “Sweet, yet somewhat bitter at the same time.”

“Glad you think so. That leads me to my second gift.” Leaning over to her backpack, she pulled out a glass canning jar filled with red goop and a few sheets of paper she had stapled together. A part of her really wanted to just spread as many things from her home around the world as possible. As Iosefael might say, it would mess everything up. Especially in the future—assuming this world turned into an Earth-like future within a thousand or so years. Archaeologists would go crazy upon discovering a staple, modern paper, and a canning jar in the ruins of this village. It would be her little prank.

Suddenly startled by a disturbing thought, Alyssa placed the papers down in the center of the table. “Can either of you read this?”

The two leaned forward to stare at it before Lazhar nodded his head. “I can. Whoever wrote this must have had a steady hand.”

“Mechanically steady,” Alyssa said with a sigh of relief. The printing press must not have been invented yet. Without it, there were no means for the masses to really learn to read. Nor any reason to. Everyone spoke English, so she had assumed that English text would be fine, but she never considered that nobody would be able to read it for the simple reason that they couldn’t read anything at all.

Though, considering again, she should definitely look into ways of magically copying items. Aziz had mentioned something along those lines. Maybe there were proper books proliferated throughout the world, just with magic instead of a machine.

“This,” she said, “is a guide—a treatise on how to turn these seeds into proper tomatoes.” She gently shook the jar of tomato guts. The jar, she had filled based on the directions from the internet. Internet. Ah, how am I supposed to get along without you. She would definitely be missing the convenience. “Honestly, I don’t know if these will grow.” They had been in her refrigerator for a while. “The land might not support them or maybe the climate will just be bad. I’ve never grown them myself. But these are all the seeds I can get and they’ll go to waste anyway, so go ahead and try. You can get more seeds by slicing grown tomatoes open and scooping out the innards, but they’re perfectly fine to eat. The green leafs that will grow might be slightly poisonous though, so don’t eat those. I know neither of you are farmers,” she said to the silent pair, “but maybe you can pass those instructions on to one of the other people around the town.”

“Doable,” Lazhar said, looking over the sheets of paper. He actually looked more interested in the paper itself rather than the text and images printed on them.

Oh well. As long as he could actually read the text, he could be fascinated with the paper all he wanted. Alyssa turned back to Yzhemal. “So, was that enough bartering for a room? Or do I have to go set up my tent?”

“Fine lass. You saved me from making a meal this evening, I suppose. Do what you want, you know your way around here.”

“Thanks! I appreciate it. Don’t worry. I’ll be out of your hair early in the morning. I’m planning on setting out for Lyria.”

That got Lazhar to look up from the papers. “Alone?” At Alyssa’s nod, he frowned. “I can’t stop you, but I should warn you, it will be dangerous. If you would have left with most of the other travelers, the mountain path would have been much safer. Every year, immediately after the festival ends, the harpies get riled up from all the travelers. It’s usually a good month before things fully calm down.”

Alyssa hummed. “Tell me a little about the harpies and the mountain pass.”

Leaning back, Lazhar scratched at his scraggly beard. “Most of the time, they mind themselves and we don’t bother them in return. Sometimes a sheep or cow will go missing, but that’s a small price to pay to avoid having a person carried off to the mountaintops. But the mountain pass is their territory. They might ignore the occasional traveler, but the festival carts, wagons, and people make a lot of noise and disturb them a great deal.”

“Are they intelligent?”

“What do you mean?”

“Like you or me. Can they talk? Reason? Or are they like regular birds.”

“Well, I ain’t never seen one up close. Don’t think they talk though. Figured I would have heard stories from the travelers if that were the case. As for the mountain path itself, it’s fairly straightforward. The river cuts through and the path follows along the side. Fairly flat terrain. There are a few caves along the route that travelers use as shelter. It’s a three day journey from one end to the other by foot.”

“Three days?” That was longer than she had expected. A flat path sounded nice though, she had been expecting an uphill climb followed by a downward slope. “How far is it to Lyria?”

“Walking the whole way? You might be able to make it there in two weeks if you make good time, including the mountain pass.”

Two weeks. Alyssa slumped back in her seat. Even rationing her emergency food wouldn’t last her that long. And walking for two weeks straight? She was physically fit. Carrying around wood and boxes in her department store ensured that much, plus the regular trips to the gym. But walking-for-two-weeks fit? That might be a bit much. At the same time, maybe it was something of a relief. Hadn’t the Oregon Trail taken six months or so? And it had been filled with disease and famine.

Though, now that she thought about it, there was no guarantee that this two week journey would be free of plague. She did have modern medical knowledge. Boil water before drinking, how fleas enabled diseases to be transmitted between people and animals like rats, the importance of cooking meat, washing foods and hands. And so on and so forth. Of course, convincing others that she wasn’t crazy and that her ‘rituals’ worked might be another problem entirely. There were stories of doctors as recently as the late nineteenth century not washing their hands because they believed that if they couldn’t see anything, there was nothing there.

Once again, Alyssa found herself despising medieval existence.

“There are villages dotted along the way,” Yzhemal said. “Nothing as big as Teneville until you reach Lyria, but you shouldn’t have to pack more than three days worth of food at a time.”

“Well that’s a relief at least.” She had guns, but hunting with them? Even if she managed to kill something, turning a carcass into proper food wasn’t part of her skill set. It probably wouldn’t be hard to figure out. Animals were like… all food and bone, right? There would probably be a lot wasted though. Didn’t carcasses need to be drained of blood? She hadn’t looked up slaughterhouse techniques before setting off.

Foraging for fruits was almost certainly not an option. While she might recognize an apple hanging from a tree, there were so many toxic plants and berries on her Earth that could easily be confused with edible ones. Here on some strange planet, eating something that looked like a huckleberry could get her killed. Even things that looked familiar could be as alien as anything else around. Eating something she thought was an apple might just be a toxic fruit avoided by the locals.

“How expensive would that be?” Alyssa reached into her pocket and pulled out everything she had received from Yzhemal. “I really have no reference to how much this is worth, and it’s about all I have.” Aside from the things she wanted to sell after learning more about the local money.

“You really don’t know anything, do you?”

With a sad sigh and a shake of her head, Alyssa said, “Nope. I got here through magical accident.” There was no point in hiding it. They had to suspect. Aziz had figured out most of the truth after only a short discussion. Unless she learned some things, everyone she met would know. “Everything here is strange to me. I haven’t heard of any places around, none of the landscape looks familiar, and we don’t have anything like monsters and harpies back where I’m from.”

Lazhar leaned forward with a small smile. “But you speak our language. And you have heard of Tenebrael.”

“That’s… true.” She didn’t know why everyone spoke English. As for Tenebrael, the less said, the better.

But Lazhar’s small smile grew. “Then you can’t be that far away from home. I’m sure you’ll find your way.”

“That’s what I’m hoping to find in Lyria.”

“Well, we can’t let you go ignorant, can we brother?”

Yzhemal rolled his eyes, but nodded after a little prodding from Lazhar. “Fine. I suppose we can teach the lass a few things.”

“After all,” Lazhar said, resting his hand on the jar of tomato seeds. “She gave us such fine gifts. These tomatoes will be a profitable novelty for you. I’m sure they’ll more than make up for some minor inconvenience.”

“If they actually grow.” He sighed and reached forward, grabbing one of the squared bronze bars. “This is a prav. The silver ones are called medi and are worth six prav. Altus are flat golden squares, worth eighteen medi. A meal here costs anywhere from one prav to a full medi, depending on exactly what they want.”

“So long as you remain frugal,” Lazhar said, “you should be able to get to Lyria on no more than three medi. Most villages between here and there will be quite accommodating. They’re used to travelers. People will help out if you need it.”

“Good to know,” Alyssa said as she settled in to listen to the brothers talk.

            

    
        004.005 Leaving Teneville - The Mountain Pass

    
    
    
    
                Never before had Alyssa wished so much for a cup of coffee. Or any caffeinated drink, really. She didn’t usually have coffee in her mornings, but today would have been an exception. As much as she wanted some stimulant, picking up anything local might not go over so well. Even had she been back at the inn, asking Yzhemal for something didn’t sound appealing. The punk rocker girl was still fresh in her mind. Who knew what sort of drugs they had in this time period. Alyssa had no intentions of accidentally addicting herself to something.

Besides that, she needed her money for food.

Still, waking up in a rocky cave with only a thin pad between herself and the hard ground for the second day in a row felt bad. Really bad. And that was after failing to get any sleep the first night. She had gotten so wound up about harpies swooping down on her that she hadn’t been able to sleep. Walking around with her eyes on the skies and half tripping over every pebble had not helped matters.

After two days of walking through the mountain pass, she had yet to see a single harpy. There were birds. She had spotted a raven or two, some hawks, and… other birds; Alyssa wasn’t all that knowledgeable about bird types. No human-sized avians on a crazed mission to murder travelers through the pass. If it weren’t for the fact that she had seen two literal angels, one of whom had explicitly mentioned that this world was in some sort of Age of Legends, Alyssa might have dismissed the brothers’ claims as superstition and myth. Just because she hadn’t seen them didn’t mean that there weren’t any around.

Still, it was hard to remain nervous about something she hadn’t seen. It wasn’t too dissimilar to hearing that there were bears about but deciding to go hiking anyway. Animals generally didn’t bother people so long as people didn’t seek out danger. Above all, Alyssa couldn’t cower forever, either in the caves or in Teneville, she had to keep moving.

Crystal clear water flowed through the river at a sedate yet steady pace. Despite its clarity, Alyssa still boiled it before drinking and washing her face. After a light meal of rock-hard bread courtesy of Yzhemal that required a soak in the water to be edible, she was awake enough to set off for the day. Today should be the last day she had to spend walking through the mountain pass. After that, it would be smooth sailing over open plains to Lyria.

Alyssa could only keep her eyes on the skies and high mountain ridges for so long. The first day, she had been too concerned with the possibility of harpies swooping down on her to really get bored. The second day, she had been too tired to do much other than focus on pressing forward. Today, after having a somewhat decent sleep, she found herself awake but growing bored. The sky was a bright blue with faint wispy clouds in the air. The planet’s rings were still an odd sight. Every time she looked up, seeing them just reinforced the fact that she was a long way from home. All in all, with the mountain and the skies, it was beautiful scenery. She just couldn’t bring herself to enjoy it.

“Ahh, I wish I had music.” Technically, she did. But playing music on her phone would drain the batteries in half a day. Maybe if she had some sort of solar charger, but she didn’t. Saving the batteries for pictures or, if it came down to it, selling the phone as some sort of hyper-magical item would be more important than momentary tunes. Selling it felt like a scam, given that it would be utterly useless after a day or two, but if it came down to her survival, Alyssa was ready to scam just about anyone. Especially because the only people likely to buy it would be those who had an excess of money anyway.

After an hour of walking, an idea popped into Alyssa’s head. She slung off her pack and started digging through until she found what she was looking for. Aziz’s satchel. She hadn’t touched it since he died, but she had brought it along. There had just been so many other things to worry about. Now, walking along with sore feet and mild boredom, it might be just the thing to distract her.

She pulled out one of the cards as she walked. It had a circle with some wheel spokes drawn inside along with some of that angelic text she couldn’t read. The same one that Aziz had pulled out while trying to demonstrate his ability, or lack thereof. He had called it the simplest spell, but hadn’t actually said what it was supposed to do.

Mimicking Aziz’s movements, Alyssa held it between her forefinger and middle finger, pointing the symbol away from her. She took a deep breath and… felt exceedingly silly. Just how was this supposed to work? Was she supposed to think about it? Push something into it? If so, she wasn’t sure she had that something. With a scowl, she opened the satchel again and started going through the contents.

There were many more cards. Most with the same wheel symbol, but some with triangles, or more complex shapes. All of them had some angelic script somewhere on them. There was a small stack of blank cards, along with vials of ink and writing utensils similar to fountain pens. Buried beneath all of that was a small book. Notes. All hand written in proper English. The individual lettering was tidy, but practically every available spot on the pages was covered in words. They weren’t the scrawls of a madman that might be in a bad horror movie. It was more like Aziz had been desperately researching magic, trying to figure out why he couldn’t use it when everyone else could.

Alyssa felt a pang of sympathy. Aziz had died—had killed himself—thinking that she was some magical prodigy thanks to her phone. All of this notebook spoke of a dedicated student. Had he really been suicidal? He had seemed so eager and excited while talking to her. At least, right up until he had tried to demonstrate his abilities.

Shaking her head, Alyssa kept walking. There was no sense thinking about what-ifs. She hadn’t known what the festival had been about. All she could do was keep moving forward. And maybe, if she could, make use of his notebook so that he wouldn’t have put in all that effort for absolutely nothing.

She started flipping pages. An in-depth reading would be nice, but that could come while she wasn’t walking. It was hard enough to both move and read at the same time as it was, trying to mentally organize the wall of text would end up with her tripping and falling into the river. It didn’t take long to find what she needed. The latter half of the book was filled with the same diagrams as were on the cards, and plenty more besides. On one page, there would be the symbol and the angelic text, a perfect replication. On the other side, Aziz had written detailed notes about what each spell was. Notably, there weren’t any translations of the runes to English. That might be because everyone could read it, or it could just be that no one knew anything at all; neither of the brothers had known what the same symbols on the money said.

“Let there be light,” Alyssa read from the page. Of course that would be the simplest and first spell. She hadn’t ever read the bible, but even she recognized that quote. Did they have a bible here? Probably not, given their worship of Tenebrael. As for the spell, there weren’t any actual directions to casting it. She couldn’t imagine someone as dedicated as Aziz skipping over that, so there were probably directions elsewhere in the book. Since every spell was probably cast the same way with the cards being the differences between spells, repeating the explanation for every single spell would have been unnecessary. Unfortunately, there wasn’t exactly a table of contents. Alyssa would have to go digging through the bulk of the text to find directions.

For the moment, she slipped the book back into the satchel and pulled out the card again. It was a light spell, designed to illuminate the local area. Now that she knew what it was, maybe that would be enough to get something to happen.

Still walking forward, Alyssa held the card between her fingers. It was a light spell, so she started out imagining light. A bright sun. No. Maybe something more like a flashlight. Or a flaming torch. Fire was a much more familiar source of light to the local people than a light bulb. Taking a deep breath, Alyssa stopped walking, closed her eyes, and focused. Light. Light. Light.

Alyssa gasped. The card was gone. In its place, a ball of white light balanced on the tips of her upright fingers. It didn’t burn her fingers the way a light bulb might. There was no heat at all coming off it. Just a bright white light flooding over her that she could only tell was there thanks to being in the shadow of the mountains. “Huh,” she said, pulling her hand back.

The ball—roughly the size of a baseball—weighed nothing. It felt like nothing. Her other hand passed right through it as if it weren’t there. Yet she could move it around just by moving her hand. Testing, she tried tossing it up into the air. It left her fingertips and stopped around eye level. It just hung there. Reaching up, she managed to grab it, although she still couldn’t feel it. The light just clung to her fingers. Trying to grab it with her opposite hand worked as well so long as she was actually trying to grab it rather than just poke at it.

Looking around, she couldn’t find the card at all. Not even a trace of it. She hadn’t dropped it. No one had come to pluck it from her fingers. It was just gone. Being familiar with the idea of consumable and limited spells from some of her brother’s games, she didn’t try looking for long. That it had disappeared did explain why there were so many spare cards. Or rather, they weren’t spares at all. They were the spells themselves.

With a shake of her head, Alyssa resumed walking. Somehow, she just couldn’t bring herself to feel all that excited over performing magic. Aziz had effectively killed himself over not being able to work a spell. That wasn’t all there was to it, he had mentioned family problems including being disowned. There had probably been other pressures as well. But she had barely read more than the spell’s effect and had made something happen. Why her? Why should she, someone not even from this world, be capable of succeeding where Aziz, someone who had actually worked and dedicated his life to studying magic, had failed?

Her melancholy didn’t stop Alyssa from flipping through the book and looking over the other spells she had at hand. There were nine more light spells, four for creating burning flames, five that would cool a small area, and three that did the opposite to warm an area without fire or light. Nothing really special, as far as Alyssa could tell. In her backpack, she had things to replace three of the four spells. Her flashlight, a matchbook or lighter, and a few chemical warmers. The only thing she couldn’t do was cool things down. Her supply wouldn’t last forever, but neither would the spell cards.

Of course, spell cards were probably easier to replace than lighter fluid in this world.

Still, nothing that she couldn’t accomplish through entirely mundane technology. Reading further, these were apparently all Rank Zero magic. Magic that could be used by even someone with the tiniest modicum of ability. The book didn’t say how high the ranks went, but there were drawings of a few Rank One and Rank Two spells. Rank One didn’t look too special. Nothing that couldn’t be accomplished with technology, if technology that was a bit more advanced than a matchbook or a flashlight. The most stand-out example was sending a verbal message over a distance. A single, one-way communication. Presumably a second spell could be used to return the message and so on, but it would require a full stack of cards on either end to carry on a conversation. Phones were far superior in that respect.

Rank Two was where things became slightly more esoteric and, therefore, interesting. There were things that could be used for attack and defense, such as an explosive fireball or fire immunity. Alyssa honed in on one spell in particular. A magic simply called Levitate. Apparently it was on the higher end of Rank Two, often considered more of a Rank Three spell, but Alyssa didn’t care about that in the slightest. The spell allowed the arcanist—which she had discovered to be the general term for wizards or magic casters in this world—to effectively fly or lessen the weight of an object of their choice, though she was mostly concerned with the first application. There were apparently more specific spells for weight negation.

Alyssa had half a mind to sit down right where she was and draw out the rather complex diagram onto one of the cards. Flying around appealed to her. A lot. Who hadn’t been a little kid watching super hero shows and dreaming of being able to fly. Not only did it sound fun, but it might drop her two week journey to a few days depending on how fast the spell allowed her to fly. But she managed to restrain herself.

There were two big problems. First, even skimming through the book, she still knew next to nothing about magic. There were too many things that could pop out and surprise her, resulting in injury or even death. Second, she had no idea how much control she would have over it. If she wound up flying off uncontrollably high up, the spell could wear off resulting in her plummeting to messy stop. Even if she had perfect control, the spell failing could still end up with her killing herself on accident.

So she kept trudging on along the riverbank. Maybe when she arrived at the town on the other side of the mountain, she would try while indoors. Even if she couldn’t control it, the roof would keep her from going too high and falling too far.

Alyssa blinked, staring up at the sky. Night fell extremely quick on this world, but it did have a short period of dusk. Right now, that period of dusk was almost over. Between the orb of light that had been going strong since early in the morning and Alyssa having her nose in the book as she walked, she had hardly noticed. It would be fully dark before long.

And she was still in the mountain pass.

Gaping at the magic and read-walking must have slowed her down too much. Scowling, Alyssa started looking along the mountain ridge opposite from the river. It was unfortunate that she hadn’t made decent time, but she wasn’t too worried about finding shelter. The rest area caves were frequent. She had probably passed half a dozen today alone. Food wouldn’t be a concern either. The brothers had ensured that she had a surplus of traveling… bread. It was more like rock than actual food, but soaking it in water at least made it edible.

Come to think of it, she hadn’t eaten all day. Not since she woke up. Perhaps she would try out one of those fire spells to light a campfire instead of her lighter. Just to see if she could.

It only took a few minutes after noticing the diminishing light to find another cave. Cave might imply that they were nothing more than holes in the mountain. That couldn’t be further than the truth. They were well maintained, clean and spacious with a full stock of firewood sitting outside. The two she had used even had doors and stables, though not all of them were quite that fancy. Someone had to go through and stock the firewood and maintain the buildings. Maybe it was just because it was festival season.

Walking up to the cave entrance, Alyssa couldn’t help but frown. The door was wide open. All the others had been closed. Likely to keep anything undesirable, such as harpies, out. But this one hadn’t just been opened. Splinters of wood littered the ground where the latch had broken off. A knot twisted in Alyssa’s stomach as she spotted a red smear along the frame. Stained feathers stuck to the mess.

A harpy? Was the blood from the harpy? From someone trying to hide? Or was the feather from some more mundane bird?

Whatever the case, Alyssa unslung her shotgun and put her finger to the safety, not quite ready to flick it off just yet. Almost of its own volition, the orb of light whisked off into the cavern to provide a decent illumination of the wide area beyond. Alyssa followed after slowly, taking care to check both corners around the door. With nothing around, she creeped forward, further into the cave. She kept as quiet as she could. The light might have given her away, but she didn’t need to shout her position to anyone or wake anyone up.

There! In the back. Just around a natural corner in the cave. Someone was lying on the hard rock floor, wrapped in a feathered cloak.

Or, not someone. Something. The cloak wasn’t a cloak at all. The thing didn’t have arms. It had wings. Huge wings covered in goldenrod feathers. Its legs were scaly, ending with large and sharp talons. Aside from the legs and the arms, it looked human. She had breasts, a smooth stomach—no belly button—and a human-like face with a head of reddish-brown hair. Her hair did have amber feathers interwoven, and her face was filled with sharp features between her eyes, mouth, and chin.

A harpy. A real actual living breathing harpy.

Well, almost living. It was breathing, but its breaths were shallow, hampered by the arrow jutting out of its stomach. The brass armor it wore over its chest and waist left an impractical gap of unprotected skin.

She had brass armor. The feathers and talons, Alyssa had expected. But armor? It fit her as well, which meant that it probably hadn’t been looted from someone else but made for her in particular. How had she put it on? Without hands, it must have been an ordeal. But the armor meant intelligence. More than just mindless birds operating on instinct and hunger.

Looking up from the chainmail skirt, Alyssa felt her breath hitch in her throat. The harpy was awake. Her yellow eyes gleamed as they caught the light from the magic orb. Alyssa just stared for a moment as the harpy stared at her.

A shrill squawk made Alyssa jump back, aiming her shotgun right at the bird. But she didn’t fire. The harpy hadn’t moved other than a small ruffling of its feathers. With the arrow sticking out of her side and the sizable pool of blood leaking from the wound, she might not have the strength to do more. She just stared, letting out a low trill.

Alyssa grit her teeth. What was she supposed to do? Lazhar had said that harpies were vicious monsters that would tear her apart without a shred of remorse. But this… this was just pitiful. An injured harpy, staring at her, almost more resigned than anything else. If harpies really were intelligent, she had to know that she was at Alyssa’s mercy. Even if she didn’t recognize the gun as a gun, she had to recognize it as a weapon and a danger just by how it was aimed at her.

Deciding what to do would have been easier if only she didn’t have a human face. Even then, it shouldn’t be this hard. Alyssa had killed two people. That had been in self defense. Different circumstances. But she should walk away. Just pretend she hadn’t seen anything. But harpies were real. They weren’t some myth or human construction to explain why their livestock went missing. Walking back outside to find another cave with night falling could see her eaten. Especially because any lights she used to see where she was going, magic or otherwise, would be like a beacon calling any hungry birds to a free buffet.

Alyssa slowly lowered her shotgun. She didn’t put it away, just aimed it away from the harpy.

She seemed to understand, tweeting out a short tune as she closed her eyes and rested her head against the rocks. Taking that as a truce, Alyssa let out a slight sigh and sat down a fair distance away. Now what? Could she even sleep like this? The harpy might claw out her throat in the middle of the night. Or the harpy might just die. How much blood had she lost? Was she just lying down for a peaceful death?

Alyssa didn’t want to wake up to find herself dead. Especially not with evil angels on the prowl to eat her… soul? At the same time, she wasn’t sure she wanted to wake up to find herself sharing the cave with a harpy corpse.

Maybe there was a solution to both problems.

“I don’t know if you can understand me, but I’m going to try to fix you up. Let me just get some water boiling. Don’t move, not that you look very mobile at the moment.” The harpy looked up at Alyssa’s voice, but didn’t say anything. Not even her birdlike twittering. She did tense as Alyssa stood, but didn’t—or couldn’t—do anything else. Oh well, leaving the magic light in the cavern, Alyssa took the largest pot she had and headed out to the river.

Hopefully she would be able to convince the harpy that she was trying to help it.

            

    
        004.006 Leaving Teneville - Harping On

    
    
    
    
                Once again, Alyssa awoke feeling like she hadn’t slept for more than an hour. For some reason, she had a feeling that doing so would become a trend in this world. It wasn’t for fear that a harpy would sneak into her cave and murder her in her sleep this time. No need to sneak in when there was already a harpy sitting in the back of the cave. After removing the arrow, she had set to cleaning the harpy’s wound. Luckily, it came out clean and without damaging anything else. Using a scrap of a blanket she had received from Lazhar, she had wrapped her waist.

Surprisingly enough, the harpy had been fairly mellow once Alyssa had started cleaning the wound. That didn’t stop her from keeping as far from the sharp talons as possible while working. All-in-all, it effectively confirmed the notion that the harpies were intelligent. Even a wild bird would have panicked, failing to recognize a person trying to help it.

The truce, helped by Alyssa’s nursing or not, seemed to have succeeded. She woke up with her throat intact. No heart clawed out either. Alyssa was fully intact and her gear hadn’t been touched either.

Though looking around, she couldn’t spot the harpy anywhere. She had been there when Alyssa fell asleep the night before, but had apparently left since then. The cave was empty save for herself. Even the little magic light was gone. It must have disappeared when she had fallen asleep. That meant that it had lasted a good eighteen hours. Now the question was whether it had disappeared because Alyssa had fallen asleep or because it had run out of whatever powered it.

Waking up to find the harpy gone was something of a relief. Frankly, Alyssa wasn’t all that confident in her medical skills. All she really knew was basic first aid. Surgery to repair whatever damage the arrow had caused was well beyond her. Especially when applied to a monster. Hopefully she had fixed the harpy up enough for her to get back to her people and hopefully they would be able to take it from there. Since the harpy was gone, Alyssa could move on without the slightest guilt on her conscience.

Using some water from the night before—Alyssa had been careful to keep any blood far away from her drinking water and eating utensils—she soaked some of her traveling bread and had a little breakfast. A tasteless, bland, and somewhat disgusting breakfast, but it was food that would keep her walking. If Lyria didn’t have any decent food, she might have to investigate some culinary techniques that she could apply in a medieval world. Running a cafe that actually had edible food would probably make her extraordinarily rich.

Unfortunately, she couldn’t leave straight away. Most of her water bottles were empty. Needing to get and boil some more water, Alyssa started out getting some firewood ready. Each of the rest caves had designated campfire areas with a little smoke flume that led back outside. The night before, she had been too concerned about the harpy to mess around with magic. Now though, she was curious.

The flame spell cards had a different pattern on them. Instead of something similar to a wheel, they were circles with four equilateral triangles inside. One corner of each triangle touched the circle, one corner touched the triangle to the side, and one corner touched the opposite triangle, forming an oblong diamond in the center. Again, there were runes all along the whole thing that Alyssa couldn’t make heads or tails of. With a small amount of water nearby and anything flammable on the opposite side of the cave, she held out the card. This time, she kept her eyes open.

As soon as she thought about a burning flame, the design on the card pulsed a deep violet. The whole piece of paper vanished with a thin puff of smoke. In its place, a thin flame danced just above her fingertips. Like a lighter flame. Or perhaps more like a candle. Tiny. Not the ball of fire she had imagined. Unlike the ball of light, this was actually hot. The candle was high enough above her fingertips and small enough that she wasn’t being burned, but it was somewhat uncomfortable. Carefully, so as to not extinguish it with a sudden movement, Alyssa lowered the flame to the kindling she had prepared. It caught and soon enough, she had a fire going. With a flick of her wrist the way she would put out a match, the flame at the tips of her fingers vanished into nothingness.

Neat.

A small part of Alyssa felt that she should be more awed by the fact that she had just created flame from essentially her own thoughts, but it wasn’t easy considering a bit of flash paper could have done the same thing without much trouble. Maybe once she actually started flying, if she could manage that. Once certain that the fire wasn’t about to go out, Alyssa grabbed her pot and headed out of the cave.

The sky was a fair bit cloudy today. Not fully overcast, but not the crystal blue it had been for most of her stay in this world. Hopefully it wouldn’t rain. She had brought an umbrella, but an umbrella wouldn’t keep the ground from turning to a muddy slough.

Alyssa was just about to head down to the river when she noticed something. A dark movement against the clouds. A bird? No. It was too large and was getting larger. She felt a jolt in her stomach as she recognized those amber wings. It was the harpy.

In a full dive.

Stepping back, Alyssa just about slammed the cavern door shut. Only realizing that the harpy wasn’t aiming toward her stayed her hand. Instead, she watched as the harpy folded its wings straight back behind it, turning into a person-sized missile. It struck the river water in a dive that would put the best Olympians to shame. Alyssa just stood, blinking in shock. Suicide? Was she drowning? Could birds even swim? Ducks and things sat on water. But underwater? Was applying bird logic to a living creature even a good idea?

The water welled into a massive hill of unbroken water before Alyssa could do anything. The bulge broke into an upheaval of water like a geyser. Even as far back as she was, some of it sprayed on her in a fine mist. The harpy didn’t fly out of the column of water, she just floated on the water, lying on her back. A few powerful strokes of her wings brought her back to the river’s shore. She was a bit clumsy actually getting out of the water, but once she did, all it took was a quick shake to fling off the water and a few flaps of her wings to get herself airborne again. This time, she didn’t fly up high enough to mistake her for a bird. She just lazily drifted over to the cave entrance.

Alyssa put her hand on her pistol, but didn’t draw it from the holster. The harpy wasn’t diving toward her on an attack run. She was just casually lofting in the wind while chirping out a musical tune. At least until she spotted Alyssa standing just outside. While the harpy didn’t dive, she did move with a bit more haste, angling her wings to cut through the air rather than glide along.

She flew down until she was hovering right in front of Alyssa. Each flap of her wings sent gusts of wind swirling around the area, kicking up dirt and dust enough that Alyssa had to squint. It only stilled when her sharp talons dug into the mountain rocks. Though she kept one foot up in the air. Blinking away the dust in her eyes, Alyssa quickly found out why.

The harpy tossed two fish on the ground between them, trilling in a joyful tone. She nudged one a little closer to Alyssa.

“Oh. Uh… For me?” She had gone fishing before with her brother and her father, but she had never actually prepared a fish for consumption. Having watched her father, she knew the theory. A slice from the mouth to the tail, scrape out all the guts, cook and eat what was left. She might be able to try it. If she lived in this world long enough, she might have to try it. But here and now? Actually, a nice salmon sounded nice. It would be a bit of real food instead of the rock bread she had been eating.

The harpy flopped over on the ground, sitting down right in front of the cave. She grabbed one of the fish with her feet and, in a fairly impressive display of dexterity, brought it up to her mouth and chomped down on it. Though it looked humanlike, her mouth really wasn’t anything similar now that she was actually watching the harpy eat. It was stiff, opening on a hinge without the lips moving. She didn’t so much bite into the fish as she tore strips of flesh away and swallowed them whole. No chewing. Just bite, rip, tear, toss piece in the air, catch and swallow.

Watching her eat was actually enough that Alyssa was starting to lose her appetite for fish. Perhaps it was for the best. She didn’t recognize the type of fish—not that she was an expert in such matters. It was olive-green on the top half while silvery white on the bottom and big enough that she would have to use two hands to carry it around. Probably heavy as well. Even if the harpy meant well, some fish were not really fit for humans. Wasn’t mercury poisoning a valid concern in fish? She might have needed to do some research on fish before leaving.

But too late now. She wasn’t going to go back every time she found something she didn’t know. There would be locals she could question later on the subject.

“Well, thanks. But I just ate.” Hopefully the harpy wouldn’t be offended. Alyssa stepped around the fish, earning an incredibly human tilt of the harpy’s head. “How is your wound?” she said, patting at her stomach. The harpy’s bandages were still there, but far looser and barely hanging on. The wound had closed overnight, even without stitches or staples, but it was still a large blotch of purple on her stomach. “Should you really be flying about? You can’t be healed yet.”

The harpy just trilled in return. Alyssa had no idea what that was supposed to mean, but if she was feeling better, who was she to complain about the bird flying about.

Shaking her head, she continued with her quest for a pot of river water. It wasn’t much of a quest. Just a quick jaunt to the river, dip the pot in, and carry it back while trying to spill as little as possible. She walked past the still eating harpy and set the pot on her collapsible stand above the flames. It would take a few minutes to bring it to boil and then she was planning on leaving it boiling for a good ten to fifteen minutes, just to make sure anything bacterial or parasitic was dead. Then it needed to cool before she could pour it into her water bottles. She didn’t have much in the way of a physical filter, but drinking a little dirt probably wouldn’t hurt anything.

Which reminded her, she was glad her tetanus shots were up to date. But they were only supposed to last for about ten years before needing a booster. Could magic cure diseases and plagues? Could it cause diseases and plagues? Alyssa shuddered just thinking about it. There were a lot of modern conveniences that Alyssa thought she could get by without. She didn’t have any real friends, just a few acquaintances left over from high school or from work. No need for phones. Cars would be nice, but she liked exercising too. But modern medical technology?

Her musings were interrupted by a shrill shriek from outside the cave. It did not sound like the happy harpy noises she had heard so far.

Grabbing her shotgun from her pack, Alyssa practically sprinted to the cave exit. She didn’t leave, but paused at the open door and leaned out just enough to see.

The harpy was gone. She had left behind the fish carcasses, one partially eaten and the other untouched. But she could hear voices. Human voices speaking English. At least, it sounded like English. She couldn’t quite make the words out. There were definitely words though.

Alyssa waited by the door, keeping out of sight. So far, everyone she had met had been relatively pleasant. Everyone she had met had been celebrating a festival too, so she wasn’t sure that they were a good metric for the rest of the world. It hadn’t been so long ago when two people had broken into her home, at least one of which had been trying to kill her. Here, out in the wild all alone, she didn’t even have the possibility of police coming to help her.

There. Two people walked side-by-side up the small path from the riverside. They wore leather clothes, though not in the same sense that Alyssa was used to. Rather than look like they were headed to a biker’s bar, they looked like Robin Hood with their little tunic things and knee-high boots. Both had bows slung over their shoulders and swords drawn.

“—Hit it?”

“No. You missed. Otherwise it would be lying here screeching.”

“If you would have used the poisoned arrows last night, this wouldn’t be a problem.”

“Wasn’t right expecting a monster while hunting for food. Especially not in the forest. I’m surprised it came so far from the mountain.”

“It’s a scout. Looking for food. People. Trouble. Maybe it is just mad that people have been trespassing lately. Damn festival. If it gets away, we can expect several cows going missing in the next few days. At best.”

They were humans. Hunters of the harpy, if she was hearing them right. Now what should she do? They would probably enter the cave if only to inspect the area. At the moment, they were going over the remains of the fish. Should she greet them? Try not to surprise them? Both had bows, but their swords were out at the moment. So long as she kept her distance… well, the old adage of bringing a knife to a gun fight applied to her at the moment.

But would they be upset with her if they found out she had helped the harpy? By the sound of it, yes. Quite upset. Then there was how Aziz had reacted when she mentioned being less than hostile to monsters. Best to claim that she had been besieged by the harpy. She felt a bit bad, throwing the harpy under the bus like that right after she had tried to share her food, but the harpy wasn’t here now. Two potentially angry hunters were.

Taking a deep breath, Alyssa stepped around the doorway and into the open. “Hello,” she said, feeling lame. She should have said something more profound. Or more aggressive? She didn’t want to get taken advantage of because of her naivety of the world. Something more than a simple greeting. Too late now.

Both men turned away from the fish, tensing for a moment until they saw her. They didn’t put away their swords, but they did lower their guard. Which all but confirmed that they had no idea what a shotgun was, given that Alyssa still had it firmly in her grip. They stared as if expecting her to turn into some monstrosity. When she didn’t after a few seconds, they finally dropped their arms completely to their sides.

“Don’t scare me like that,” the one in the front said with a sigh. He looked slightly more like Robin Hood than the other, who might have been more of the Little John of the pair. Larger and more gruff. Less well-kempt hair.

“Sorry. Was a bit nervous at finding a few strangers out here.”

“You seen a harpy around?” Little John asked, waving his sword toward the fish. “Big, yellowy-red one?”

“It isn’t in here, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Of course not, it flew—” He waved his hand off toward the river before shaking his head. “Never you mind. What are you here for?”

“Just a traveler to Lyria. I thought I would make it to the town beyond the mountains by night, but apparently my pacing was off. Had to take shelter here or risk harpies.”

Robin Hood nodded as if all that made sense, but Little John crossed his arms with a scowl. He pointed his sword right at Alyssa, prompting her to tense with her shotgun. “The latch is broke. There’s feathers everywhere. What was it doing out here feeding?”

Alyssa pressed her lips together. Right. She had expected something like this. With a casual shrug of her shoulders, she said, “Magic. I warded it off. Guess it decided to camp out for me. I would have handled it if it became necessary.”

The two glanced at each other. “Magic?” Robin Hood said. The other just scoffed before glancing back to Alyssa.

“You expect us to believe that?”

Alyssa blinked. What had she done wrong? What about this situation made magic unbelievable? Magic definitely existed in this world and it could make someone fly. Couldn’t it lock a door? Scare away a monster? Or was it something else? Surely they believed in magic itself. Yzhemal had implied that he couldn’t even light a fire without magic. If these guys could and that technology hadn’t spread from one side of the mountains to the other, this world was in some serious trouble. She didn’t expect internet levels of information sharing, but a three day’s walk to tell people about one of the most important things in human history would be absurd in the extreme.

“What are you going to do? Light a candle at it?”

“Some monsters are afraid of fire. Not harpies. Especially not an arcanist’s tiny flame.”

“What you believe is none of my concern,” Alyssa said. “Facts are facts regardless of your belief.” That seemed decent enough excuse. Did they think that arcanists could only light small fires? According to the book, they were capable of much more than that. Being peasants who lived in what was probably a tiny village, perhaps they had never seen an arcanist do anything more.

“Leave her to her delusions,” Robin Hood said with a small shake of his head. “We need to find that bird.”

“It’ll be long gone by now.”

“Maybe. But that doesn’t mean we can give up. Not yet. It was hanging around here for a reason. Perhaps it will come back.” He looked back to Alyssa and offered a small smile. “Our village is an hour’s walk from here, just at the edge of the mountain. I recommend leaving quickly before the bird comes back.”

“Thank you, I’ll take that under consideration.”

With a nod of his head, Robin Hood put his hand on Little John’s shoulder and started leading him away. “Take care,” he said over his shoulder before whispering something to his companion.

The larger of the two looked back. Instead of his pursed lips and furrowed brows, he just looked sad. With a little shake of his head, he allowed himself to be led off.

Alyssa had no idea what to make of them. She might have made some sort of mistake in her mentioning magic. If she saw them again, perhaps she would ask if her theory was right or not. Until then, avoiding the topic of magic might be for the best. At least until she learned more. For now, though, the water should be done boiling. Following their advice and getting to the next town wasn’t a bad suggestion. Getting there early would be for the best. She needed more supplies and a little time to read through Aziz’s notebook.

With one last look at the sky, she turned back inside to put the water in her bottles and to pack the few things she had out. There was no sign of the harpy. Hopefully, it would stay that way. While she appreciated the gesture of the fish, she didn’t need a monster following her around like a lost puppy. Not while the humans hated them so much.

            

    
        005.001 Lyria, The Grand City - The City

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa stopped and gaped. She couldn’t help it. Two weeks of trudging through open plains and a forest, tripping over branches and brushes, being eaten alive by insects, and carrying several pounds of supplies on her back had all taken its toll. Frankly, she would be perfectly happy if she never had to camp again in her life. At least she hadn’t run into anything truly dangerous. No monsters since the harpy. Not even a regular bear. The main roads were kept generally safe thanks to the efforts of some guardsmen from Lyria. Had it all been worth it? That remained to be seen. One thing was certain, the city of Lyria was an impressive sight.

The villages that lined the path leading from the mountains to Lyria were barely deserving of the name. Alyssa wasn’t certain what the smallest unit of civilization was, but none of the so-called towns had more than a hundred people. None had inns like Teneville. They were all nearly identical communes filled with farmers for the most part. Each town tended to have a carpenter as well as a doctor and some type of priest. Nothing like what Lazhar had been. More like regular priests she was familiar with from Earth, except they preached Tenebrael’s name. She had stayed inside the homes of residents—typically the village priest—for a small fee. They had been cramped, often not more than single room buildings. The villagers that she stayed with usually included a small meal with the cost of staying the night, which was the one and only upside.

Given her experiences during the her travel, she had continued on, fully expecting Lyria to be barely bigger than Teneville.

It wasn’t.

Three great towers stood over the city at each corner of its triangular layout. A central building measured even taller. Unlike the towers, it had three wings coming off it, somewhat like a pyramid except the middle sections were absent. None of the other buildings in the city reached even a small fraction of the towers’ height, but the simple fact that there were buildings was a drastic improvement over the villages. Beyond the main city proper, villages hugged the walls and farm fields stretched clear to the edge of the forest, occasionally dotted with more homes or warehouses. In the opposite direction from the city, far from where Alyssa was, there was a distinct lack of forest. In fact, it turned into a desert as far as she could tell.

None of which really mattered to her. Once she shook off her initial shock at seeing some semblances of civilization, Alyssa made a straight beeline to the city gates.

A large road, obviously well traveled by both carts and foot, actually had lighting right up next to the city. Nothing electric. That was too much to ask for. But little glass jars set atop wooden posts had glowing lights in them much like the magic light spell she had cast way back in the mountains. The first real sign of magic that hadn’t come from an angel or herself.

As it turned out, most people didn’t actually believe in magic. Not in the way Alyssa understood it—lots of flashy effects doing impossible things such as turning something invisible or making something grow in size. While practically everyone was capable of Rank Zero magic, the effects were so small even to a primitive society that they were simply accepted as a natural part of the world. Only ten percent of people could use Rank One magic. Only ten percent of those could use Rank Two. And so on and so forth. Since everything truly magical—everything that modern technology couldn’t replicate—happened at the higher ranks, it wasn’t surprising that most people were a little wary of someone who claimed to be able to fly about. Or ward off harpies. Yzhemal and Lazhar might believe it, but they witnessed a supposed miracle yearly.

Another cause for the lack of even Rank Zero casters was the cost of materials. Fine paper and specialized ink were needed. Not supplies that were readily available in every tiny village.

For that reason, she had further delayed her investigation into the flight spell. How accepted would such a thing be around regular people? Would she be put to trial as a witch? Or would they realize that there was more to magic than a simple candle flame and a bit of light? Aziz’s book was distinctly lacking in the reactions to magic among common folk.

Hopefully she could find out more once she found the magic academy. It should be safer to experiment there as well.

Alyssa slowed her power walk upon reaching the city proper. A tall wall surrounded the entire place, built from a yellowy brown rock. Sandstone or granite perhaps. The road ran up to a wide gate, fully open, but with a pair of guards on either side of the entrance and more further still up on the walls. The ones up on the walls were armed with quivers filled with arrows and simple wooden bows. All the guards on the ground level were wearing beige-colored cloth over dark iron armor and had long pikes with violet banners emblazoned with a white eye—with black designs curling around almost exactly like the markings around Tenebrael’s eyes—hanging from the cross-spikes near the tip. The banners seemed like they would get in the way if they actually had to use their weapons, but maybe removing them wasn’t a big issue.

Not wanting to find out, Alyssa kept her pace sedate and her hands empty of weapons.

She had seen the banners and uniforms before. Roughly a week ago. There had been an outpost made of brick similar to what the wall was constructed from. No farms around it, just a small building that housed no more than a dozen soldiers. Apparently it was a part of some prince’s plan to keep the travel and trade routes safe from both monsters and bandits. The guards there had been friendly enough, even allowing her to stay the night inside some sort of barracks. But she hadn’t thought to ask whether the city guards would be as friendly.

It wasn’t like she had a passport or identification papers. What if they asked her for some sort of identification? Alyssa bit her lip, growing nervous.

One of the guards held up a gauntleted hand as she approached. Nothing hostile. Just a motion for her to speak with him. So she did.

“Uh, hello?”

The guard looked down at her with a frown. His helmet—or the face of his helmet—wasn’t solid. Quite the opposite. It was more of the cage-mask style similar to a hockey goalie. She couldn’t help but notice his eyes roaming over her gear, first at the shotgun slung over her shoulder, her backpack, and then to her clothes. She had decided to wear Aziz’s violet cloak as it would presumably be somewhat fashionable—or at least local—to the people in the city. But now, spotting the purple banners again, she was wondering if it had been a mistake. If purple was a color of royalty or something similar, she could easily be arrested, imprisoned, or even executed for impersonating or stealing or any number of trumped up charges.

Ugh, I should have thought of that earlier. Why didn’t the banners in the outpost tip her off? Had she just not been paying attention?

“What is a noble girl doing wandering alone outside the city?”

Ah. Great. Not only was she a ‘noble’ girl, but was that sexism she heard in his voice? Were females required to be escorted everywhere? Or was he just concerned for her safety? Nobles probably had a whole entourage of guards and attendants serving them when they left the city.

More importantly, what was the proper response? Correct him? That might lead to her aforementioned fears. Play it up? Claim she had lost her bodyguard?

“I am more than capable of defending myself, thank you very much.”

The guard chuckled with a glance to his companion. They were a bit far apart given the width of the gate. A subway train could fit through and have room to spare. Predictably, his partner didn’t make much of a response. They weren’t talking loudly enough and apparently he didn’t have any magic to enhance his hearing.

“That may be, but I would be remiss in my duties if I failed to find an escort for you. Now, which House are you from?”

Alyssa pressed her lips together and glared. “Huuuh?” She drew out the word, raising the pitch a bit at the end in an attempt to sound haughtier than normal. “That will not be necessary, thank you. Besides, my elder brother should be along shortly.” Glancing back, Alyssa turned her glare on the road before giving a sad shake of her head. “He stopped a distance back to speak with some farmer. I’m sure he won’t be long. If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to get back quickly, get cleaned up, get food, and get… civilized.”

Immediately and without waiting for a response—as she imagined a snobbish noble lady would do—Alyssa moved past the guard and through the gate.

“Miss!” the guard called out behind her. “The Waters Street gang has abducted at least one woman in these past few evenings! Please wait for your brother at least!”

“I don’t intend to be out after dark, our home isn’t far. Good day sir!” Alyssa ran off, doing her best to look like she wasn’t actually running. It was more like she was moving with purpose. The most important aspect about fooling people into thinking that she was supposed to be here was acting like she knew where she was going. Being her very first time in the city, which was already in a strange world, Alyssa hadn’t the slightest idea where she was going.

Compared to the road outside the city, the streets inside were crowded. Not necessarily to the point where Alyssa had to squeeze between people just to get to move ten steps, but this one street probably had more people than she had seen over the entire course of her stay in this world so far. And she couldn’t help but notice just how many glances turned to her direction. Whispers usually followed soon after.

She needed to get rid of this cloak. The bright purple stood out too much against the earthen tones of everyone else’s attire. Modern clothing would be far less conspicuous than a supposedly noble woman running around with a giant backpack and a face dirtier than a farmer’s after a long work day. There hadn’t been much opportunity for bathing or a shower while camping out. One village she passed had a natural hot springs that flowed into a proper river, which Alyssa had made liberal use of, losing almost a day of travel time in the process. Unfortunately, that had been several days back. She had avoided using her drinking water to wash her face for the most part. Unlike the mountain pass, there hadn’t been a river ten steps away from the road the entire way to the city. Not knowing exactly the distance between villages or sources of water, she hadn’t wanted to waste anything.

There wasn’t much in the way of shops. Shops being brick-and-mortar stores with a fixed location and focused wares. Instead, the road was wide enough to make room for several carts. Some were simple wooden affairs with the goods lined up on the bed of the cart while others were more fanciful, looking like street-corner hot dog stands. Almost every single one sold food of some sort or other. Mostly carrots, potatoes, flour, and corn. Almost like a little farmers’ market. Which actually made sense. The city was surrounded by farmland, but there probably weren’t many fields within the walls. So the farmers brought their crops just inside the city gates to sell them to the people.

At least, it made sense in Alyssa’s head. Unfortunately, none of it looked ready to eat. Nobody sold French fries or hamburgers. Maybe it was fortunate. The stares were getting to her and buying some food would just increase that ten times over.

Slipping past a market cart filled with apples—all of which lacked the waxy shine that usually adorned those in the grocery store—Alyssa ducked into a narrow passage between two buildings. One barely wide enough for her to fit with her backpack. It dead ended against another building, but Alyssa didn’t mind that. She just needed a modicum of privacy. As soon as she was out of view from most of the passersby on the street, she tore off the purple cloak, rolled it up, and shoved it into her backpack. Having consumed a good amount of her supplies, there was plenty of room without taking the time to properly fold it. She could do so later at an inn. A city like this had to have at least one inn. She just needed to find—

“What do we have here?” a slime filled voice asked from behind. Alyssa wasn’t quite sure how she knew that it was slimy. Just that bad news lined the cadence of his words. The general tone felt disgusting. Whoever spoke was not the friendly Lazhar type or the grumpy but ultimately helpful Yzhemal.

“You have got to be kidding me,” Alyssa mumbled as she spun around. It wasn’t even dark yet. Yes, she had gone into a tiny alley, but it was a stone’s throw away from the main street. And not even that far from the main gate. When those guards had mentioned a gang running around, she had… well, not paid it much thought. Ten minutes ago, she had been more concerned with getting away from the guards than whatever the guard had been saying. But acting this brazen in accosting people? They must either be foolish or exceedingly confident that no guards would block them into the alley the way they were blocking her in.

And they were blocking her in. Two people. One, a larger man, standing in the back. He wore baggy cloth pants, but no real shirt. Just a sleeveless vest. A curved sword hung from a sash around his waist. Thankfully his hands were empty, crossed over his chest. He alone would have been enough to block the entirety of the alley, but he had a friend standing in front of him, dressed and armed in a similar manner, though he was a much skinnier man, smiling at her with teeth looking like he had desperately needed to visit a dentist twenty years ago but had a deathly fear of drills.

Did they even have dentists here?

All together, they looked like they had just stepped out of the Forty Thieves’ cave. Somehow, Alyssa had a feeling that they wouldn’t be breaking into song and dance any time soon.

“Can I help you?” Alyssa asked as sweetly as she could, putting her hands on her hips. Her shotgun was lying on the ground with her backpack. A foolish mistake. She still had two pistols on her, one under her arm and another at her hip. But even if they didn’t recognize the guns as weapons, suddenly drawing it would surely be taken in a hostile light. Hence her hands on her hips. Close enough to reach for her gun if she needed.

Hopefully, it wouldn’t be necessary.

“Help us?” Rotten-Mouth asked with mock sincerity. “Why, when we saw a young noble dash into this here alley all on her lonesome, we thought we could be the ones to help you. Isn’t that right, Bacco?”

“Right, Cid.”

Cid and Bacco then. Nice of them to tell her their names like that. Too nice. Either the names were not their real names or they were known criminals and didn’t bother hiding their identity. Or a primitive society just didn’t have the means to track down people like this regardless of the personal information they gave out.

“So we come to offer help only to find you shoving your noble’s cloak away like a used cleaning rag.”

“Suspicious,” the larger Bacco grumbled.

“Suspicious indeed. I wonder what the city guards would think of this.”

Alyssa couldn’t help but raise an eyebrow at that. “Uh huh. I’m sure the guards would be far more interested in me than the pair of you,” she said, sarcasm dripping from her voice. As she spoke, her eyes tried to search behind them, hoping that someone would notice and help.

But no. Bacco blocked off the entire alley. No one would know that a young woman was being accosted. She could scream, but they might just kill her first. Or try to. Alyssa’s eyes hardened as her fingers ran over the bumps on the pistol’s grip.

“Never know who or what might be trying to enter the city. Under false pretenses no less? Possessing a noble’s cloak when you are clearly not a noble? I dare say that we might even be given commendations for bringing you to the attention of the guards. Imagine that, us getting commendations!”

“Well deserved.”

“Very well deserved, Bacco.”

“How—” Alyssa cut herself off, pressing her lips together and shaking her head. There had been a lot in his words. The or what especially. Monsters? She couldn’t imagine the harpy trying to sneak into the city in human clothes, but there were probably tons of monsters that could pass as humans. She just didn’t know. It wasn’t like she had a bestiary compendium to check. Maybe that was something she needed to start. Overall, she wasn’t too worried about them going to the guards. If they really believed that they would get a commendation, they wouldn’t have bothered her first.

Then there was the whole cloak issue. Getting rid of it might be something of a priority. If it was as special as these two were implying, it would likely be worth a fortune, but it also wasn’t likely to be something she could peddle off at a market stall. She would need some less than legal fence. Or… Alyssa drew herself up to her full height, matching Cid but still failing to reach the height of his larger friend. “How about I hand over the cloak to you two and you pretend you never saw me. Then we don’t have to get messy. Having guards wander by, even if it is simply to clean the two of you off the ground, would be tedious for me.” Her fingers trembled, but her voice remained firm. The most important step in fooling someone—or intimidating someone—was to act. Act like their presence didn’t bother her. Act like she wasn’t nervous. Act like I can cause some harm.

Bacco shifted, actually taking a step back as Alyssa brushed her fingers over her pistol again. Did he know what it was? No. He couldn’t. “Even more suspicious,” he said with a definite tremble that hadn’t been there before. Maybe he just thought she was that or what they had mentioned earlier.

“Indeed.” Cid kept his feet where they were, not even changing his posture. “I wonder what she might have to hide by offer—”

“Can we just stop with all the round about way of speaking? I’m not naive. The cloak is a peace offering. It is troublesome to me and I’m sure you have a way to turn it into coins in some manner or other. I would recommend against being too greedy. If you want something else, simply state it and we’ll see who gets to carry on with their lives.”

Bacco leaned forward to whisper into Cid’s ear, not taking his eyes off Alyssa. “—one of them…” was all she caught from his hushed tones. Maybe something about her being more trouble than she looked. For just a split second, Alyssa started to get her hopes up. Unfortunately, Cid waved him off and stood his ground.

Alyssa took a deep, slightly shuddering breath. Thinly veiled threats weren’t really her thing. Internally, she had never been the nicest person. Like anybody else, there were people she liked and people she disliked. She just tended to avoid voicing her dislikes most of the time. Actually threatening to kill someone, even in such an obtuse way, felt awkward on her tongue.

But it was effective. They apparently already thought that she was some kind of monster. With Cid waving him off, Bacco took a step back again, hands dropping to his side and looking like entering the alley had been a mistake. Cid didn’t move, but his smile did drop off. In response, Alyssa put on her own smile, trying to keep it as steady as possible.

“Either leave and cease wasting my time or… tell me, where might I find an inn or similar lodging in this city?”

The two glanced at each other. Or rather, Cid looked over his shoulder. No words passed between them, but Cid’s shoulders lost a bit of tension that Alyssa hadn’t noticed until it was gone. When he turned back, he was smiling again. “We seem to have gotten off to a poor start,” he said. “But if it is a tour guide you need, then that is one of the many skills I can provide.”

“No thanks. Directions will suffice. I would rather not be spotted with the criminal elements of the city. There are several places I must go that will require me to be of a legally sound status.” At least, she assumed that the magic academy wouldn’t be too accepting of fugitives. Best to keep her nose as clean as possible anyway, metaphorically speaking. Medieval society was not a fun place to be, she couldn’t even imagine how horrible their jails and prisons must be.

If they didn’t just publicly execute felons.

“Criminal!” Cid clutched at his heart, swooning with a deep gasp. “No wonder we’re off to such a poor start. We aren’t criminals. Bacco wouldn’t hurt a slime!”

Slime? A monster? Well, if their belief that she was a monster caused the shift in their demeanor, who was she to argue otherwise. Deciding to cultivate that line of thinking, Alyssa said, “My mistake then. When two men back a woman into an alley, I naturally assumed the worst. I’m new to the city, so I wasn’t aware that this was common behavior for human tour guides.” Alyssa couldn’t help but roll her eyes. “Regardless, a tour is too much. Take me to an inn, an inexpensive one that won’t ask too many questions, and the cloak is yours.”

“I think I know just the place you’re looking for. Shall we have Bacco carry your gear?”

“Absolutely not.” Alyssa half turned, keeping the two men in sight as she grabbed her shotgun. When neither made to move toward her, she slipped into the straps of her backpack. She didn’t bother with all the buckles in the name of expedience. With the shogun safely in her hands, Alyssa was feeling much more confident. A pistol might scare them off on noise alone, but she would have to hit their vitals to actually put them down. The shotgun had much more stopping power. “Lead the way. Though I hope you don’t mind if I follow from several paces behind.”

“Still don’t trust us?” Cid shook his head, letting out a clipped sigh. “Nothing to it, I suppose. Keep an eye on Bacco. Hard to lose him in a crowd.”

She could definitely agree with that. He was the largest person she had ever seen in real life, though there might have been a few basketball players or wrestlers that she had seen on television who were larger. Regardless, unless he was average for this world, Bacco should be easy to spot from just about anywhere so long as they were on the same street.

With a half bow, Cid turned. Bacco turned a moment later, looking far more wary about leaving his back open to Alyssa. Despite that, they both started walking out of the alley. Alyssa followed after until she reached the main street once again. There she paused. She had half a mind to run off. Maybe find a guard. Maybe not. But even assuming the two wouldn’t find her again and that she could avoid any uncomfortable questions from the guards, she would still have to find a place to stay on her own. As much as she hated to admit it, criminals would know of far better places to lie low than upstanding citizens.

Did she actually need to lie low? Who knew. Until she learned more about the city and politics that might affect her, it couldn’t hurt. Being caught with the cloak could be trouble. Anywhere that didn’t ask questions was far better than somewhere that did.

And if they were leading her into an ambush… well, she had her shotgun. She would not—could not afford to hesitate. Not if she didn’t want her soul eaten up by an angel. With a slight shudder, Alyssa maintained her distance a few paces behind Bacco. As she walked, she couldn’t help but notice how few people actually looked at the pair. Certainly no one panicked about wanted fugitives wandering the streets openly while carrying weapons. Looking around, about one in every twenty people had a weapon of some sort, so it wasn’t that unusual. She highly doubted that they had been telling the truth about not being criminals, but they might be less wanted than she had given them credit for.

Not stabbing her in the back in the alley and then looting her corpse was a credit to them, she supposed. They might be common thieves, but at least they weren’t wholesale murderers. Or maybe they were just taking her to a more secluded area. Somewhere that wouldn’t have people around to care about her screams.

Alyssa clutched her shotgun tighter, but kept following. If things looked too dangerous, she could always run away. Even with Cid glancing over his shoulder every dozen paces, it shouldn’t be hard. And if they found her again… repeat negotiations might not go so pleasantly.

For them.

            

    
        005.002 Lyria, The Grand City - Poor Porridge

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa shoveled spoonful after spoonful of warm porridge into her mouth. After two weeks of living off nothing but stale bread and the occasional soupy stew at villages, having something with a bit more sustenance than water was almost making her drool. She could understand Yzhemal’s complaints about her attitude toward good food much better now.

Once again, Alyssa had her back to a wall, seated in a corner of the inn’s dining area underneath the second floor balcony where she could watch both entrances to the room. As it turned out, Cid and Bacco had not been leading her to an ambush. Neither had she been murdered in her sleep—though said sleep had hardly been satisfying with how she had kept one eye open all night. It was a dingy little place with tiny rooms. She had thought Yzhemal’s inn had been a bit filthy, but compared to this place, his inn was fit for kings. At least it had individual rooms. None of the villages she had stayed in on the way to Lyria had offered her any privacy. There was a larger communal room here, but Alyssa had shilled out the extra coins in the name of isolation.

As a larger man ducked through the main entrance, Alyssa slowed her eating. Bacco stood up straight and glanced around the room until he spotted her. With a nervous lick of his lips, he walked over and carefully sat in the seat on the other side of the table. The wood creaked, but held firm despite his weight.

“I take it you’re here for the cloak?” Alyssa asked as she set down the wooden spoon. “I’ll not go back on my word, but I would prefer to finish my meal first.” Her backpack was actually on the floor right next to her. There was no way that she was going to leave it in her room where anyone could wander in and loot it. At the same time, she wasn’t about to pull the cloak out in such a public room.

“Actually, Cid has some people to speak with and some arrangements to make first. Moving such a sensitive article requires preparation and care. He would prefer if you keep it for now.”

Alyssa frowned at the larger man. It might all be a bluff, but the more she heard about it, the less she wanted it. Aziz really had dropped a bomb on her. There probably hadn’t been any ill intent behind the gift. Maybe he had thought that she wouldn’t leave Teneville much. After finding out—incorrectly—that she was an arcanist, he probably had figured that it wouldn’t be an issue for her to have. Obviously that wasn’t so. “That wasn’t the agreement.” Alyssa pressed her lips together. “You were to take it off my hands last night. If I am to keep it, I expect compensation.”

“That can be arranged.” His response came quick and snappy. Was that sweat beading on his forehead? Whatever he thought she was really worked as an advantage to her. Her funds were practically gone. She only had a few of the bronze bars left. Getting a few silver pieces for this cloak would make it not a complete waste, even if it was worth several gold.

Nodding, Alyssa picked up her spoon. But Bacco just sat there and stared. It was a bit awkward being the only one eating. Especially while being stared at. “Was there something else you needed?”

“What are you planning on doing in the city?”

Alyssa quirked her head and considered telling him to mind his own business. But was there really much harm in telling him? She might be able to get some information. “I require magical knowledge. I heard there was some sort of academy here.”

“M-Magic?”

“Surely you believe in it.” Alyssa started to reach for her pack. “If you need a demonstration…”

“No!” He rocked back in his seat. The wood couldn’t take it. Both of the back legs cracked and snapped, sending him to the floor in a pile of splinters.

“Bacco!” the innkeeper bellowed from behind the counter. “I’ve warned you! I’ve told you time and time again not to sit your lard-ass in my chairs!”

Bacco stood, frantically brushing wood off his clothes. “Sorry,” he called back, though his wide eyes never left Alyssa.

Who simply ate a spoonful of porridge, shrugging her shoulders. “If it calms you at all, I’m just looking for books on travel magic. Something to get me back home. You help me and I’ll be gone before you know it.”

That did seem to work. He let out a great sigh as he bent to tidy up the mess of a chair. But the moment Alyssa spoke, she started to reconsider. Her original reason for coming to Lyria was to find magic that would get her back to her world. Back to Earth. Back to her real home and her family. But Iosefael… There was an angel just waiting for her to return. One who, while not explicitly saying that she would try to kill Alyssa, had definitely not denied the notion.

Expanding her magical search to encompass defensive and offensive magic might be necessary. Would she even be able to use magic back on her Earth? Alyssa leaned back in her chair, idly stirring the remaining porridge. The library at the academy might not even have books on any angels. Tenebrael was more of a god to these people than what she commonly understood an angel to be. Researching angels might well be sacrilege.

But it sounded like something she needed to do before returning home.

Still, if she could acquire a way home, that didn’t mean that she had to use it right away. She had a whole list of things she needed to learn, apparently, but the order probably didn’t matter too much. At least so long as neither Tenebrael nor Iosefael came after her anytime soon. Alyssa hummed to herself for a moment. Maybe there was a priority order to her list. She needed to sit down and actually write out a list, but magic to defend herself against angels might be much higher on it for the time being.

Oh well. No need to tell Bacco that. He was worried enough as it was. About what, exactly, Alyssa still didn’t know. She couldn’t exactly ask without revealing her ignorance and possibly ruining everything. No. Best to keep him afraid for now. She wasn’t as sure that Cid was quite so afraid, but so long as she got help from one of them, it didn’t matter much. Hopefully the cloak, even with a few silver taken out for her, would keep him happy enough to leave her alone.

Alyssa picked up her spoon, but hesitated as a twisting knot formed in her stomach. A black feather rested just on top of her porridge. She dropped her spoon and grabbed her shotgun from where it leaned against her backpack, flicking the safety off as she scanned the room.

Bacco was still brushing himself off. The innkeeper stood behind the counter, glaring at him as someone else stepped up to make an order or request lodgings. A pair of shady types were seated in a different corner of the room, hunched over their table. A man with bandages wrapped around his head and covering one of his eyes ate from a similar bowl of porridge. A burly woman was half in the front door.

They all had one thing in common.

None of them were moving. They were frozen. Even splinters shaken from Bacco’s pants were floating in the air, still and ignoring gravity. The two at the table had their mouths open as if they were in the middle of conversation, but their lips and tongues were locked in place. The woman at the door had one of her feet up in the air. She should be toppling forward, or at least following through with her step, but she wasn’t.

Moving around the table, Alyssa paused in front of Bacco. She reached out and poked a finger right into his shoulder. It didn’t give at all. She might as well be poking a marble statue. He didn’t even give off any heat, though he wasn’t exactly cold to the touch either. Trying the same thing on one of the hovering splinters, Alyssa found that she could pluck one out of the air and move it around. Letting it go, it fell for a few inches before slowing to a standstill without hitting anything.

“Alyssa Meadows!”

Alyssa jumped at the sound of her own name. She whipped around, nestling the butt of her shotgun in her shoulder as she aimed up.

There she was. That monochrome angel sat on the narrow wooden railing of the balcony, one leg crossed over the other. She had her chin resting on her curled knuckles as she stared down at Alyssa with those luminescent white eyes. Her black wings were spread out behind her, looking far larger than they had back in her room as they filled up almost all the available space of the balcony.

“Tenebrael,” Alyssa said through grit teeth.

“Wha,” Tenebrael said, mock flinching back. “So hostile! You really should be thanking me, you know? You were supposed to have died that night. If it hadn’t been for me messing things up, you would have. Now look at you! You’re living and doing well. How are you liking my world?”

“Could use more toilets. Proper toilets. And plumbing. And food. Modern conveniences.” Alyssa let out a small sigh as she lowered her gun. She doubted it would help against an angel. Tenebrael had apparently stopped time just to have this little conversation. What could a shotgun do to that?

“Yes, yes.” Tenebrael waved a dismissive hand. “Spoiled city girl has to rough it out a bit. Of course, I ensured you would have all your modern amenities back at your house. Which you’re quite far from.”

“Here to drag me back?”

“No! Not at all. You’re out here, messing things up in my world just like I did to your life. Or your death, as the case was.” She reached behind her and pulled out a familiar little book, though this one had a black ribbon placeholder rather than the golden one Alyssa had seen before. “This holds a record of everything that has happened, is happening, and will happen in my world. But it is wrong. Two people are alive who should have died and one person has died when he shouldn’t have. And that’s just death-related matters. There are all kinds of minor nuances that are not flowing as they should. Do you know when the first discrepancy occurred?”

“Probably shortly after I… after you brought me here.” Alyssa pressed her lips together. Was she about to be whisked off somewhere without people? Where she couldn’t ‘mess’ things up? “Am I supposed to apologize? Because I won’t.”

The angel let out a melodic burst of laughter. “No. Not at all. Do you know how long I’ve been trying to make this book wrong? It’s like a self-fulfilling prophecy. No matter how hard I try to avert the ending, my actions or inactions always lead to it coming true. But you, in just a few short days, you have already sent it off the rails, so to speak. Unfortunately, it was not without cost. Earth is… Well, I think I’m getting things back in order. It definitely isn’t easy.”

Alyssa was fairly certain that she was missing some context, but… “If you want the book messed up, why are you trying to get things back in order?”

“This planet,” Tenebrael said, sweeping her arms around, “is mine. Earth is not. I can cloak most of my actions here. Earth? Not so much. I’d rather not bring the Concord of Angels down on me. This world would likely be destroyed, me along with it.”

For just a moment, Alyssa had felt a moment of hope. If she could bring Tenebrael to the attention of this concord, perhaps they could get her out of here. But that hope snuffed out as Tenebrael continued talking. Destroying the world was a high price to pay. ‘Messed up’ or not, people lived here. Lots of people. Besides that, Iosefael wanted her dead. Who was to say that the other angels would be any different.

Alyssa blinked. Was that a problem? Would it become a problem? “You, uh, don’t happen to know any angels by the name of Iosefael, do you?”

“Principality Iosefael?” Tenebrael tipped her ear to her shoulder. “How do you know her?”

“She showed up shortly after the festival, tried to take me home, failed several times, then started complaining about the state of this world.”

Tenebrael slipped off the balcony railing, gliding gracefully through the air until she reached the ground, landing lightly on her feet. Her wings folded up behind her, somehow forcing a full room’s wingspan into a person-sized space. “She appeared here?” the demon angel asked as she walked closer to Alyssa.

Alyssa couldn’t help but clutch her shotgun a little tighter even knowing that it wouldn’t help at all. The way Tenebrael’s glowing white eyes searched her over sent shivers all down her arms. “My home, actually.”

Humming a serious yet still somehow musical tune, Tenebrael rubbed at her chin. “Iose and I are old friends, but she panics easily. Maybe I should go talk to her before she does anything foolish.” She nodded to herself. “Yes. You keep doing what you’re doing. I need to find Iosefael and keep putting Earth back into its proper state. Don’t die now! You’re my new experiment. We’ll see how the book adapts to you, if it can recover at all!” Tenebrael spun on her heel.

“Wait!” Alyssa reached out to grab her shoulder, but ended up with a fistful of black feathers as Tenebrael exploded in a flurry.

Great. Just great. Truthfully, she hadn’t known what she wanted Tenebrael to wait for. More discussion? Maybe a little more information about her world or angels? Either way, it didn’t matter now. The angel was gone and Alyssa had no way of calling her back. She just stared at the empty space in front of her as hundreds more feathers fell around the room. They disappeared one by one as they touched something. The ones in her hand stayed behind, however. Would they be useful? She knew it was possible to create magical artifacts and that said artifacts needed parts of monsters or other magical entities, but Aziz’s book hadn’t gone too deep into the details. It was more focused on why he couldn’t cast a simple light spell.

A high pitched squeal interrupted her musings. Bacco stumbled backward, knocking over the table and her mostly eaten bowl of porridge with it. All the while, his wide eyes never left her.

“Bacco!” the innkeeper shouted again. Everyone in the room stopped what they were doing, naturally this time rather than supernaturally, and stared.

This time, he didn’t even shout an apology back. He clutched at his chest, breathing in and out with great heaves. Alyssa hoped he wasn’t having a heart attack. From his position, it looked like she had teleported right behind him. It would technically be Tenebrael’s fault, but she would still feel a little guilty. Luckily, he seemed to be getting his breathing under control. He closed his eyes, breathed deep through his nose, held it a moment, then let it out through his mouth.

“Are you alright?”

He rapidly nodded his head without saying a word. Alyssa gave him another moment or two before holding out her hand.

Seeing that he was calming down, Alyssa actually felt like laughing a little. He was twice her size. At least! Probably more. And he had gotten so scared. Though, thinking about it a moment more, she probably would have been the same had their positions been reversed. And knowing what a gun was would only make the situation worse, though Bacco didn’t know.

Still, she couldn’t laugh. She still had an act to maintain in front of him.

“Do you see anything here?”

Opening his eyes, he looked over Alyssa’s face for a moment before flicking his gaze to her hand. “Bunch of feathers?” he said.

“Huh. Interesting.” So Tenebrael was invisible and her feathers vanished when they interacted with something, but the ones she had touched could be seen. If she touched Tenebrael and time wasn’t stopped, would people be able to see the angel? Maybe something to test.

For the time being, she walked around the toppled table, ignoring the spilled food, and carefully placed the feathers into one of the side pockets of her backpack. With a suppressed groan, she hefted up the pack and strapped herself in. Really, she needed to find a place where she could store her gear and not be worried about it being stolen. Maybe magic could turn it invisible or something. Or weightless, that would be nice. For now though, it was early morning and she had a full day to explore the city.

She paused to stare at the remnants of her porridge. She had eaten most of it and wasn’t too hungry anymore, but it was still a waste. “You’re going to pay me back for that meal, right?”

“Of course,” he said instantly.

“Good. But now, I might take you up on that tour.”

            

    
        005.003 Lyria, The Grand City - The Observatorium

    
    
    
    
                Lyria was not as filthy as Alyssa had imagined a medieval city to be. Maybe that was a bit rude or insensitive to the people who lived here, but just the fact that they lacked indoor plumbing had to mean they didn’t have decent sanitation. But Lyria had a river that ran right next to it. A river that apparently collected a great deal of waste. She could only hope that they took their drinking water from upstream. Far far upstream. According to Bacco, there were cisterns around that collected rainwater like gigantic man-made wells, but who knew how clean those were.

Once again, Alyssa felt the need to reorder her priorities. It would be awfully difficult to research counter-angel magic if she died of dysentery. Could magic purify water? Or create it from nothing? Either one would be a most welcome change and save her hundreds of matches boiling every scrap of water she came across. Hopefully she would find out soon enough.

“This is the magic academy?”

“The Royal Observatorium of Demonic, Divine, and Miraculous Phenomena. Though nobody calls it that.”

“Yes, it is quite the mouthful.”

The building was smaller than she had expected. Larger than the surrounding buildings, but didn’t even come up to half the height of the tall towers or the central pyramidal building—which was apparently the royal palace where the pharaoh lived. Interesting that their ruler was a pharaoh. Given the more European-medieval bent of everything else she had seen, she would have suspected a king or queen instead. Then again, a majority of the names she had come across weren’t exactly European either. Aziz, Yzhemal, Lazhar.

Were regional differences on Earth even relevant on this world? Probably not. Still, Alyssa thought of things in terms that were familiar to her.

And most of the buildings in Lyria looked like they had been copied right out of an Egyptian history book—now that she was actually looking, things like that were obvious. She hadn’t paid much attention to it before hearing about this pharaoh. Lots of flat roofs, all the exterior walls were made from stone of some sort. Sandstone or maybe adobe bricks. On the other hand, the magical academy had more of a Roman design to it. Lots of white marble pillars, a tall domed roof, and three blocky wings pulling away from the central domed area.

Three was a reoccurring pattern that Alyssa had noticed within Lyria. Three towers on the borders of the city. Three branches on the royal palace. Three wings on the academy. Even three items that the academy primarily observed, judging by its name. One of which had her somewhat concerned.

Miracles were almost synonymous with magic, from what she had read of Aziz’s book. There were a few nuances that made them different, mostly regarding who or what was doing the spell casting. Divine obviously referred to angels. Or Tenebrael, if other angels were unknown to these people. But demonic? If angels were evil soul-eating absurdly powerful creatures obsessed with maintaining some nonsensical order in the world, she did not want to find out what real demons were like.

“Can just anyone walk in?” There were people on the street passing back and forth on their way to whatever occupied their lives. None looked up to the building despite its out-of-place architecture. The majority of the people must be locals, entirely used to the magical academy. In the ten minutes she had spent observing the Observatorium, not a single person had entered. No one had left either, for whatever that was worth.

Next to her, Bacco shrugged. “This is the closest I’ve ever been.”

“Well, let us find out, shall we?” With one final adjustment of her backpack, Alyssa headed across the street.


Only to freeze.


Alyssa’s head whipped around, scanning the crowd. There weren’t any crosswalks, but then again, there wasn’t any traffic either. Every now and again, a horse drawn carriage—carrying either boxes or people—would pass through the streets, but they were both infrequent and slow. No forty-five mile an hour car that she had to worry about blowing through a red light.

But the horses and people didn’t make her stop. Just in the very corner of her eye, she had thought she saw something catch the light of day. Something white-gold. The same color of Iosefael’s wings.

No matter how hard she looked, she couldn’t see any angels, either among the crowd or flying overhead. There were monsters. Elves it seemed. Tall, pointed ears, fairly lithe. Most had a bluish hue to their skin. Not a one walked by without chains. Sometimes around their wrists. Sometimes around their necks.

Slaves, apparently. She had asked Bacco upon first seeing one. They were stronger than they looked and masterful craftsmen. Highly desired by the nobility, according to Bacco. He had apparently encountered one up close in a whorehouse, the thought of which had Alyssa scowling. She didn’t mind so much the idea of a red light district, but an elf would almost certainly be there entirely unwillingly.

Pushing the thought out of her head, Alyssa continued on. There was no sign of Iosefael and Bacco’s constant fidgeting was getting irritating.

Just as she reached the bottom of the steps to the main entrance, someone else started climbing toward the Observatorium. A younger girl, maybe eighteen at the oldest, with dark hair and wearing an excess of gold. Gold earrings, gold bracelets, a single gold armband on her left arm that looked like a snake wrapped around her bicep.

Maybe this woman was who she had mistaken for Iosefael.

Behind Alyssa, Bacco drew in a short, clipped breath. “Someone you know?” she asked quietly.

“Irulon. The Pharaoh’s only daughter.”

“Really?” Alyssa focused on the girl, memorizing her features. It might not be important. She might never see her again, but it could be useful to know her face. The princess—was that the proper term for a pharaoh’s daughter?—had darker skin roughly on par with Alyssa’s with sharp and pointed features to her face. Her eyes were either tattooed or had makeup drawn on in a mirror image of the designs around Tenebrael’s eyes. The colorful dress she wore was definitely befitting of her royal status. The yellows, greens, and violets were absolutely unmarred by dirt and filth that clung to pretty much everything that existed in this world.

Looking around, Alyssa found herself confused. “Shouldn’t she be accompanied by guards of some sort?” True, this wasn’t exactly the shady section of the city. It was relatively close to the palace, past it and on the eastern section of the city, a long way from the inn Cid and Bacco had taken her to which was more in the north-west area. But with how the guard at the entrance to the city had accosted her, she would have thought that someone as presumably important as the princess would have a whole swarm of people protecting her.

Unless she didn’t need protection. Alyssa couldn’t help but notice a thick tome attached to the princess’ hip by shiny brass chains. It was probably filled with spells. A simple research notebook like Aziz’s wouldn’t need to be chained to her hip.

“I don’t know for certain, but rumor has it that she is something of an outcast among her family. This is the first time I’ve ever seen her this close. The only other times I have seen her are when someone in the royal family is making a proclamation to the people. She generally stands in the background looking bored.”

“So, a black sheep then.” Interesting. Ultimately irrelevant at the moment. She started up the steps herself, only to pause again as Bacco put a hand on her shoulder.

“What are you doing?”

Alyssa took a deep breath, closing her eyes to gather herself. Act. That was all she had to do. Act. Opening her eyes, she shot a dark glare at Bacco. “I came here for magical knowledge. The princess, or whatever she is, and her academics don’t matter to me.”

“But—”

“Is she going to have us arrested for entering the same building as her?”

“Maybe not you, but I’m not exactly an upstanding citizen, if you haven’t noticed.”

Alyssa looked him up and down. He still wore the same somewhat ragged clothing that he had on the night before. No shirt, just an undone vest. His hair was a ragged nest of black dreadlocks—not the modern, styled sort but free formed mats made from neglect. Comparing him to the people walking around, he definitely stood out. Not in a good way either. Even if a fraction of the other people had similar hair care techniques, they at least wore proper clothing. Being in the wealthier section of the city, there were few tears and snags in their far more expensive-looking outfits.

For Alyssa herself, she was wearing modern clothing. Not any of the fancy dresses that she had brought under the assumption that they could be sold, but at least it looked decent. Though she was in pants. The princess was in a dress, as were several of the women passing about. Would that be a problem?

If it wasn’t for her pack, she could probably walk in without worry. As it was now, she looked like some sort of servant, carrying the heavy load. She considered handing it off to Bacco and having him wait here. With how scared he was of her, he probably wouldn’t try anything. But if he did, she would be out so much. It wasn’t a chance she could take unless she wanted to end up destitute on the streets. Even returning to her home wouldn’t be easy without any supplies.

Maybe if he followed her up, she could claim that he was her servant? But that still had the same problem of him potentially running off. And it required him to play along.

Alyssa shook her head. “Just wait here.” She started up the steps again before pausing and reconsidering. “Or don’t. If you don’t like being here, I’m sure I can find my way back to that inn again. We can meet up there later on. Either way, I’m going to check this place out now.”

He fidgeted a bit but didn’t make a move to follow as Alyssa climbed the stairs. There weren’t a lot of them. Just enough to raise the entire building a few feet off the ground. However, each step, while they didn’t go upwards much, was wide. A few footsteps to cross a single one of the stair steps. It had the side effect of recessing the main entrance to directly below the dome, well away from the street. The ends of two of the wings stretched all the way out to the street front.

The stairs led up to a wide open doorway. There were doors, tall ones at least thrice the needed size for Bacco, but they had been propped open. Welcoming. A good sign, hopefully. An even better sign was the utter lack of guards. There wasn’t even a receptionist. The central room had several other doors leading off to the three wings and another pair of doors that looked to go to courtyards in the rear areas between the wings. A pair of spiral staircases went up into a floor above the high ceiling of the central room. The feet of the princess disappeared up one of the staircases just as Alyssa glanced up to see.

That wasn’t to say that the circular area was an empty space. Glass display cases held all manner of items. From mundane wooden poles that might have been walking sticks—or magic staffs?—to something that Alyssa could only identify as the severed head of Medusa.

Wondering if it was real, Alyssa couldn’t help but wander closer. The thing’s jaw was slack and open, displaying a full set of sharp teeth behind the scaly skin of its face. Its eyes were closed, thankfully. True to modern Earth depictions of Medusa, it lacked hair, with thick tentacles sticking out in all directions instead, each mounted to a point in its display case, suspending the head in the air. She couldn’t actually tell if the tentacles had been snakes as the ends had all been cut off, but it seemed likely.

Tearing herself away from the somewhat morbid display, Alyssa found herself scowling. Would it kill these people to label some of the doors? There were no signs for directions. No arrows saying that lecture rooms twelve through thirty seven occupied one wing. No marker for the library or archives. Hopefully they had a library. That was probably something that she should have found out about a long time ago.

With five choices, three wings and the two staircases, she could really only pick randomly. To start with, Alyssa headed up the same staircase that the princess had gone up. Libraries would be in the central location, right? That was how it worked at her university. If it wasn’t, then there was at least one person up there who might be willing to answer a few questions.

Alyssa slowed as she neared the second floor, stopping completely once she could peek over the top of the floor.

It looked like she had chosen correctly. Once again, the area was one big room. This time, the circular walls were covered in shelves. Shelves full of books. And scrolls! Like actual rolled up sheets of paper. There were even a few stone tablets here and there. Tall windows surrounding the entire room let enough light in to allow for easy reading. Instead of display cases, the main floor was filled with benches, chairs, tables, and desks.

And people were seated at most of them. Some people were up by the shelves, browsing the texts. Pretty much everyone was dressed well enough that even if Alyssa ditched the backpack, she would still stand out like a sore thumb. None were quite so opulent as the princess, but there was a great deal of gold, opals, rubies, sapphires, and so on adorning all the women. In comparison, the men were fairly plain looking. Well dressed, but not looking like they had just robbed a jewelry store.

Alyssa ducked back below, moving down a few steps and hoping that nobody had seen her. Just waltzing in looking like a vagrant was sure to get her… well, glared at if not thrown out. As far as she could tell, there still weren’t any guards. Then again, if any of these people were Rank Two arcanists, they might not need guards. She really needed someone she could trust to hold onto her backpack. Short of Lazhar or Yzhemal randomly showing up, she didn’t have anyone.

Right on the steps, Alyssa dug through her backpack. All the way at the very bottom was a small wooden box. Her mother’s jewelry box. Alyssa didn’t have much in the way of jewelry herself. It had never suited her. She didn’t even have her ears pierced. Tattoos, yes. She had a tribal pattern tattoo on her right shoulder and arm, covered at the moment by her long sleeves. But the most jewelry she owned was a ring or two and maybe a bracelet. Nothing gaudy and golden either.

Her mother, on the other hand, had a whole box filled with things that Alyssa wasn’t sure she had ever seen her wear. Maybe she just enjoyed collecting it. Whatever the case, the collection would come in handy here and now. Alyssa started slipping on bracelets, rings, and a fairly heavy golden necklace with a few jade stones hanging from its chain. It probably wasn’t real gold, but she wasn’t planning on letting an appraiser get too close to it anytime soon. She sprayed on just a hint of perfume. Just in case she smelled like sweat or worse. Alyssa didn’t think she did too much, but it was hard to tell. For just a moment, she considered tossing on the purple cloak but decided against it in the end. It was more of a traveler’s cloak than anything one would wear to school. Not only that, but she was still unsure of the exact connotations behind it being a noble’s cloak.

She wasn’t trying to look like a noble. Just rich. The princess would probably know every noble in the city by sight.

The backpack was still a problem, but aside from leaving it lying in the middle of the floor, she really didn’t have much choice. If questioned on it, she would have to come up with some excuse. Slipping it back on, Alyssa took a deep breath. The number one key to getting away with things was to act like said things were completely natural. Like she was supposed to be here. She put on a calm smile and, ignoring the butterflies in her stomach, walked back up the steps without hesitation.

Alyssa tried to avoid looking at anyone in particular. She didn’t want anyone who chanced a glance in her direction to think she was staring. Instead, she headed straight toward an empty section of the shelves. Empty of people, that was. There were plenty of books. The books were labeled on their spines in English, thankfully. Their titles weren’t all that promising.

Aetherial Calculations in Relation to Divinity. Constructing Arrays: Concepts and Connections. Practical Methods of Physical Manipulation.

It was like browsing the textbooks at university. Couldn’t they just have a book on transportation magic? Or maybe Magic Spells to Kill Divine Beings. Even just Water Magic Basics. Maybe she was in the wrong section. Practical Methods of Physical Manipulation looked the best out of the dozen or so titles she had read. She pulled it off the shelf and turned around to find a place to sit.

Her breath caught in her throat. She almost lost her composure. A good quarter of the room had their eyes on her. Most people were bent over their own books, but not everyone. The ones who had been getting books, the ones who weren’t so focused on their studies, the ones who were softly speaking with one another, they had all noticed her. With another deep breath, getting herself under control, Alyssa ignored them. Unfortunately, there weren’t many empty seats that were also isolated from the students. She really didn’t want to sit near anyone and invite conversation. The only really available seats were near the princess. Irulon had a whole bubble around herself that nobody dared to pass, giving her a good five feet of empty space.

Should I try sitting nearby? Irulon looked busy. The table she sat at had a three books set out that she was looking between as she wrote something down on a fourth tome in the middle of all of them. The princess might not even notice Alyssa’s presence if she sat on the edge of the bubble.

Plan in mind, Alyssa carefully approached, moving briskly but trying to act unhurried. The moment she crossed the threshold of the bubble, she realized she had made a mistake. Everyone gasped. Not obvious gaping gasps, but when thirty or so people all drew in even a small breath at once, it made some noise.

Irulon blinked twice, looked up, glanced around, and quickly spotted Alyssa.

“Sorry for disturbing you,” Alyssa said as politely as she could, hoping her smile wasn’t too strained. “Is this seat taken?”

The princess looked around again, slowly this time. As she did so, everyone her gaze crossed immediately tried to look like they were doing something else. Reading, browsing books, or simply staring at the ceiling—which, now that Alyssa noticed, was fairly ornate with some Sistine Chapel-like mural covering most of it, though this mural depicted a certain terrible angel instead of anything she was familiar with. When Irulon finally looked back to Alyssa, she smiled. “Not at all. Feel free.”

There was something about that smile, about the way she spoke. It should have been a kindly gesture, but it sent a chill down Alyssa’s spine. She couldn’t put a finger on why, exactly. The smile didn’t look fake and her words were said in a jovial tone. Maybe it was too jovial. Too much genuineness to her smile. Her eyes lacked the curiosity that the other students had even as she stared at Alyssa.

“Thanks,” Alyssa said, trying to ignore it. She shrugged off her backpack, tucked it under the marble bench she had chosen to sit on, and started flipping through the book she had taken. All the while, she tried her best to not look up and stare at the princess.

The very first thing she noticed was the lettering in the book. English, thankfully. More interestingly, it was all hand-written. Each letter differed from their neighbors ever so slightly despite the scribe having taken great care to make everything as uniform as possible. In her head, Alyssa knew that books had been written by hand long before the printing press came into being. It was still somewhat of a novelty to see firsthand.

Once she got over the lettering, she started looking at the actual contents.

The book might actually be more useful than she had initially thought. First of all, it had spell diagrams that Aziz’s book lacked. Most were Rank One, but there were Rank Two and even a few Rank Three spells as well. Secondly, apparently physical manipulation meant anything that physically existed. That didn’t just mean boxes, wood, or dirt, though moving around such things was possible in a variety of ways. There was one spell simply titled Draw Water. According to the text, it could draw a stream of water from a larger source. And only water. Did that mean that it would leave behind fish? Dirt? What about bacteria and contaminants? It could very well be the spell she had been looking for—and on her first book no less—but without a microscope, she wasn’t sure how to actually test it out.

Aside from things that could be done with machinery, there was one Rank Three spell that actually shortened the distance between two points for someone to travel along. Just thinking about how that was supposed to work actually hurt Alyssa’s head. Yet there were several pages dedicated to explaining the subject.

Flipping through each of the spell diagrams, Alyssa couldn’t find any that manipulated time as Tenebrael had earlier in the day, but perhaps that was a higher ranked spell. Maybe time didn’t physically exist, so it wouldn’t be in this book. Still, manipulating distance could be invaluable. If she could make a shortcut all the way back to her house… well, she would have a relatively safe place to store things such as her pack. Though that might be a little problematic. The furthest distance anyone had ever shrank, according to the book, was no bigger than a room’s size. Even if that unspecified room had been as large as this library, that was still a far cry from the two week journey to Teneville.

Alyssa opened up her backpack and started to pull out Aziz’s satchel. In order to test these all later, she needed to write them down. But she thought better of it. As it was, she could still be kicked out at any moment. She didn’t dare look up, but she could still feel plenty of eyes watching her. Writing down all the spells one by one could take all day. Especially while ensuring that she didn’t make a mistake in replicating the spell designs and all the runic text associated with them. She was sure to be kicked out before then.

Taking a slight risk, Alyssa pulled out her phone and started snapping pictures of each spell diagram. She put a caption on each, just a short description of what the spell was supposed to do. Draw water, shrink distances, decrease weight, and even a Rank Three illusory class spell that was supposed to disguise an object without changing its function. How exactly that last one worked, she might have to experiment with. If she could disguise her backpack as a fancy cloak and combine it with the decreased weight spell, carrying it around all day might actually be feasible.

She had snapped up a good twenty spells before she felt something. Just a slight change in the air around her. A slight darkening of the book’s pages as a shadow came over them. Alyssa looked up and immediately let out a short squeak from the back of her throat. Irulon was standing over her, staring.

“That’s an interesting trinket. I am unable to identify the spells that make it work.”

“W-well,” Alyssa stuttered, wracking her mind to come up with some explanation. “Some folks back home took a rock and tricked it into thinking by flattening and firing lighting through it.” Thank you internet for the best description of computers to give to someone in a magical society.

“I would like to perform some analysis, if you please.” She phrased it like a request, but Alyssa couldn’t hear anything but an order in the princess’ voice. The way she was already reaching out to take it only cemented that feeling.

Alyssa drew back. “Sorry,” she said, “but it is keyed to me and won’t work properly for anyone else.”

Irulon’s eyes shifted. The sclera turned black. In fact, her entire eyes turned black save for two white rings on the inner and outer edge of her irises. It was over in an instant, only being a slight flicker that might have been nothing more than a trick of the light. Her eyes were back to normal human eyes with pale violet irises.

For a moment, she frowned. It didn’t last. “That’s a shame,” she said with a sudden smile more serene than any Alyssa had ever seen. The way she leaned in closer, towering as she stood, just lit Alyssa’s nerves on fire. “I must admit, I know most every Obsevatorium attendee, but I don’t believe I have seen you before. Your face and complexion indicate local parentage, but your attire…” Irulon trailed off as she looked over Alyssa’s clothing.

Alyssa ran a suddenly dry tongue over her lips, trying to get a little bit of moisture back in her mouth before choking on her own words. “America,” she spat out as soon as she felt able. “I’m from a town called America.” It was a vague, generic response, but that didn’t matter. It wasn’t like anyone here would recognize any place she named.

“Haven’t heard of it,” Irulon said with a musical hum, confirming Alyssa’s thoughts. “I know the names of all villages between Lyria and the Fortress of Pandora. It must be far.”

“More than you could imagine.”

“Well—”

Whatever the princess had been about to say got cut off by a bell ringing. Not modern school bells or even church chimes, but a heavy bass ringing loud and deep enough to shake the walls. The princess remained where she was, leering over Alyssa, but whatever spell had enraptured the other students broke. Loud, relative to the near silence the library had been before, discussions cropped up everywhere around the room as they started replacing books on the shelves and folding up their notebooks.

“Princess?” A mousy girl with brown hair and far paler skin stepped closer, though she maintained her distance enough to preserve Irulon’s bubble. “Shall I tell Administrator Devo that you will be missing his lecture?”

Irulon finally took a step back, twisting her neck and shoulders enough to elicit noisy pops. “I will be there, Caressa, though I may be late. Inform him of that, if you please.”

“Of course,” Caressa said with a deep bow that had her long hair swooping down to nearly touch the floor. She backed away without properly righting herself and started running to the stairs.

Everyone else in the room seemed to take that as their cue to get out. Their efforts to pack up doubled and soon enough, the library was completely empty.

Except for Alyssa and Irulon. Alyssa couldn’t help but rest her hand on the grip of her pistol. Killing royalty would probably land her in some extraordinary trouble, but she couldn’t help it. There was something very very wrong with the princess.

Irulon looked back down at Alyssa, this time without any of the invasive posturing. She just smiled and spoke with the same happy tone she had used when Alyssa asked if she could have a seat. “You aren’t a student here.” At Alyssa’s shake of her head, she nodded. “I thought not. The administrators won’t be happy about that, you know. Most everyone here paid exorbitant prices to be given the honor of being lectured by said administrators in their great orations.” Her voice, though still toned to be pleasant, had a hint of snide sarcasm as she mentioned the administrators. “Dreadful.”

“The doors were wide open. I figured anyone was welcome.”

“The administrators like to show off their students’ prowess and accomplishments. But the artifacts on display should be protected against theft and the rooms protected from entry by those not inducted. You should have been unable to pass through.”

Alyssa didn’t say anything. She hadn’t known that there were any protections, presumably of the magical variety. There hadn’t been any signs or warnings. It made sense though. People didn’t just leave things unguarded. Especially not things valuable enough that they would be put under glass cases. As such, she didn’t have an answer for how she got past them. Of course, she had been doing all sorts of strange things. Even two separate angels had been confused about how she could see them. And according to Aziz’s book, no one got magic right on their first or second try. Not even Rank Zero spells.

“I see,” Irulon said. Alyssa had never answered her implied question. “You have no magical training. You have cast spells, but nothing impressive with what you were copying from the book.” Her fingers brushed over its pages, but her eyes didn’t leave Alyssa. “A tutor outside the Observatorium would not be out of the question.”

“None.”

“Hm.” Her eyes flicked to Aziz’s satchel. “Your tutor was a failed student. There is no shame in admitting that. You were able to cast the meager spells he had to offer and found yourself wanting more. Some of those you copied were Rank Three spells. Your desire to cast and your ability to cast might not be equal.”

Alyssa licked her lips. Bringing the bag of a student who had been kicked out not so long ago might have been yet another poor decision that she hadn’t fully thought through. But Irulon didn’t seem to care that much. Her focus was more on whether or not Alyssa could cast higher level spells. Licking her lips again, she said, “Won’t know until I try.”

“Ah hah, I like that attitude. So many people here can’t cast a Rank Two spell after a few tries then just never try another Rank Two again, calling themselves Rank One arcanists for the rest of their lives.” She hummed again, pulled up the book chained to her hip, and started flipping through pages. She stopped around halfway through and, with a light tug, pulled free a card just like those in Aziz’s collection. Alyssa tensed, expecting a spell to be cast on her, but Irulon had other plans. She held out the card for Alyssa to take.

It had a continuous spiral on it, along with plenty of angelic runes. Though the spiral wasn’t complete. It had been cut straight in half through the middle and both sides were offset, making the lines not match up. The spell wasn’t one that Alyssa recognized from her admittedly small reservoir of magical knowledge.

“What does it do?” she asked without taking the spell card.

“Spectral Sight. It is a Rank Three Death spell that allows the arcanist to view the state of souls. It is considered extremely invasive and can be punished harshly if you’re caught using it around unwilling people. However, it is also one of the few Rank Three spells I have that won’t have dire consequences for me if you fail to use it properly. Or succeed in using it, for that matter.”

Alyssa frowned, not taking it still. “You’re not going to have me arrested for using on you, are you?”

Irulon let out a light giggle. As with everything else she did, it just had too much happiness for it to be natural. “If you succeed, I’ll ensure you can come here without being bothered by students or staff. If you fail… we’ll go with your suggestion! Some time in the stocks will teach you to intrude on this noble place of learning.”

Alyssa couldn’t help but shudder. She honestly couldn’t tell if the princess was kind or cruel. But she had to take the chance. Plucking the spell card from the princess’ fingers, she looked over its offset spiral. “What do souls look like?” she asked, already having something of an idea. That liquid-like mist that Tenebrael pulled out of the deceased had to be souls.

“No one has any idea what actual souls look like. This spell views the state of souls, which not only is different for everyone who uses the spell, but is different for the viewed as well. And it can change over time. Some people see an aura of colors. Some see familiar objects that they liken to a variety of derangements or attributes. A cracked mirror might indicate a deep and ingrained hate for oneself, for example.”

Maybe more of a personality test than their actual souls then. With that in mind, Alyssa closed her eyes and concentrated, just as she had when trying out her other spells. This time, instead of thinking about fire or light, she thought about souls. A much more abstract concept. The mist sounded like it could show up, but now she was thinking about the hundreds of internet personality tests that existed back on Earth. Which fictional character are you? What is your spirit animal? Ten questions that will determine your favorite color! Vapid, silly quizzes that Alyssa had nonetheless taken more often than she would like to admit, mostly in her teenage years.

The card vanished. Even with her eyes closed, she could feel it there one moment then not the next. It had worked then? Slowly, Alyssa opened her eyes.

And stilled, barely wanting to risk a single breath.

The library room was large. About as big as basketball gymnasium, though squared and with the corners rounded off. Alyssa and the princess were not near one of the walls, but close enough that the majority of the room was behind Irulon’s back.

Most of that space was occupied by a dragon. A great winged dragon made of wispy black smoke, glaring down at Alyssa with all its sharp teeth on full display. Its eyes were black with two rings of light, just like Irulon’s eyes had been for that brief instant earlier. The princess herself stood just beneath the dragon’s head, standing with her arms crossed over her chest as she stared down at Alyssa with a serene expression. “It worked! Rank Three without even specializing,” she said with a sudden clap of her hands. “I’m so happy. It would have broken my heart to have had to fill the stockades.”

Alyssa drew in a deep breath, held it for a moment, and let it out slow and steady. She didn’t believe the princess in the slightest. But the dragon was just an illusion. It wasn’t real. Looking closer to its legs and belly, it passed right through the desks and benches. The real question, what was Irulon? Was she a dragon? Or was it some personality quiz nonsense that Alyssa was seeing the answer to but not the questions? What did a dragon represent? Avarice? Power?

She wished she would have snapped a picture of the spell card before consuming it. Then she could have tested it later on Bacco and gotten some comparison. Though, depending on how long it lasted, maybe she could get out to the street and observe a passer-by for a few moments. If everyone showed up as monsters or animals, then there probably was significantly less to worry about.

“Your pupils are dilating. A fear response. Whatever you see cannot hurt you. It is merely an illusion.”

Alyssa forced her eyes down to the real Irulon. “I’m fine,” she said. “I just wasn’t expecting to see… a triangle. Glowing green and spinning rapidly above your head. It’s quite pretty.” If Irulon really was a dragon, masquerading as a human in a city that supposedly hated monsters, mentioning as such might be dangerous.

“Good. As per our agreement, I’ll speak with the administrators. I doubt they’ll be pleased if you try to show up for lectures, but you will have unrestricted access to this library. Though it might be a few days. Why not return next week… I just realized, I never got your name with all the excitement.”

“Alyssa.”

“Alyssa,” Irulon repeated. “What a lovely name. Well, Alyssa, if you’ll excuse me, I have lectures to attend, administrators to thre—talk to, and research to delve into. I expect to see you here this time in a week. Don’t disappoint me now.”

Choosing not to comment on the princess’ slip of the tongue, Alyssa just watched as Irulon walked past her to the nearest staircase. The dragon followed after her, though it didn’t walk or even fly. It just glided around, passing half through the walls and then the floors as Irulon descended. Alyssa waited until the tips of its wings were well below the floor.

Only then did she release a great sigh of relief. Maybe that was enough magic for the day. Her phone had a bunch of spells that she could look over. That should be enough to hold her for a week. As scary as Irulon had been just now, she couldn’t pass up that offer to use the library. One week. Nothing more today. While the room was empty and she could probably stick around, it might be trouble if one of those administrators spotted her. Deciding to leave, she removed her jewelry, piece by piece, and replaced them in the jewelry box.

Hoping that taking off her adornments bought enough time for the lower lobby to empty itself of princesses and anyone else, Alyssa hefted up her pack and quickly made her way out of the library, through the display cases, down the steps, and onto the streets.

            

    
        005.004 Lyria, The Grand City - Waters Street Gang

    
    
    
    
                Bacco was a dog. Literally. Or figuratively? Alyssa honestly wasn’t sure which. According to Irulon, what she saw was her interpretation of someone’s soul. So it must be figurative. His dog soul that that floated behind him like some dead pet wasn’t a particularly healthy dog. More of a mangy mutt with fairly ragged fur. But at least it looked well fed.

Cid, on the other hand, had a rat sitting on his shoulder. A rat with beady green eyes, a crooked tail, and teeth just as nasty as his real ones. It was so scrawny that its tiny ribs stuck out. His soul really didn’t paint a good picture of the man it belonged to.

Still, it was better than the worm she had passed on the way back to the inn.

Everyone had some kind of animal associated with them. Cats, dogs, snakes, birds… the innkeeper had a bear half stuck in the wall behind him. No one had anything quite so fantastical as Irulon’s dragon, but Alyssa at least had some reassurance that the princess wasn’t literally a dragon hiding in human skin. There was still something off about her with her eyes and the way she acted. Hopefully nothing that would come back to bite Alyssa. If she didn’t need magic to accomplish her goals, she probably would have disappeared into the city and avoided the princess at all costs.

“Ah, look who is back!” Cid said with his disgusting smile.

Alyssa didn’t bother responding. She slumped down into the seat opposite from the two thieves, shrugging off her pack onto the floor. The entire way back, she had had this feeling that she was being followed. It had to have just been paranoia. She hadn’t been able to spot anyone either with her normal eyes or with the soul vision. Of course, the soul vision hadn’t helped her paranoia. Irulon mentioning punishments for using it had made her worried that someone would notice that she had it on. Checking herself with her phone’s front-facing camera didn’t show off any sign that she was using the spell—her eyes looked perfectly normal—but her phone also didn’t show people’s souls, so it might just not be capable of capturing supernatural effects. No one had said anything to her or had even looked at her funny, as far as she could tell. Still, she was hoping that it would wear off soon.

“Something wrong?” Bacco asked with a small frown.

“Met with Irulon. She is… quite intense.”

“Irulon?” Cid said, leaning forward. “The Irulon? She always wanders around with such fanciful adornments and no guards! You didn’t happen to borrow any, did you?”

“I didn’t steal from the Pharaoh’s daughter, if that is what you’re asking.”

“Shame. A single gemstone from her collection would make that cloak you have look like a rotten rag in comparison. Speaking of…”

“Yes, yes. I have it,” Alyssa said with a sigh. She reached for her bag, only to have Cid lurch forward and grab her wrist.

“Not here,” he hissed, glancing around the room. “Unless you want to get lynched by every cutthroat and scoundrel who sees.”

This inn was on the shadier side. But to call the other patrons cutthroats seemed in poor taste. One of the burly men at the other table even had a bunny for his soul. Unless that was the Rabbit of Caerbannog. Alyssa frowned as she stared at him. Was that blood around the bunny’s mouth? Maybe she should be a little more careful of the people around the inn. They weren’t of the good sorts. She didn’t need soul vision to tell her that. That said, she hadn’t been about to pull out the cloak in public, she had been planning on heading back to her room first.

Outwardly, Alyssa narrowed her eyes at his hand. She had an image to maintain, especially in front of Bacco—Cid didn’t seem to buy into her scariness quite so much. “Not concerned about them,” she said. “But if you insist.”

“I do insist, thank you very much.” He pulled back his hand, giving Bacco a look. One of those ‘is this person serious?’ type of looks. “Anyway. I was going to say that we’re meeting with a potential buyer this afternoon.”

“You aren’t including me in this ‘we’ are you?”

“Arranging a buyer for such a… hot item wasn’t easy. Best if it changes as few hands as possible.”

“This was not our agreement.”

“We didn’t have an agreement other than you saying that you would give it to us. Besides, you have such a handy carrying case! Where would I put it to carry it across the city?”

He did have a point there. His clothing was well suited for the hot days, open and loose. The relatively bulky cloak wouldn’t fit in his pants and his shirt was still the same vest he had on before. Bacco, being the same, wouldn’t have an easy time concealing it either. Did no one change clothing on a day-to-day basis in medieval times?

Still, while she could see his point, how hard would it be to get a box to put it in or a blanket to wrap it in? Besides that, the way the little rat over his shoulder started rubbing its grubby little paws together activated the warning alarms in her head. None of the other souls moved all that much except to follow their owner. So the fact that his was acting like a greedy little miser didn’t sit well for her.

“I have half a mind to keep the cloak and cut ties with you.” Bacco had been useful, but she couldn’t afford to not be pragmatic with her acquaintances in this strange world. At the moment, the princess was looking far more valuable than the pair of thieves. Strange and maybe unnatural, yes. Useful? Definitely.

“Now, don’t be like that. We’ve been good to you, haven’t we? Got you a room here for cheap. Bacco showed you around town. You’re going to take all that without paying us back for our kindness?”

“It was no trouble at all,” Bacco said in a mumbling voice, ducking his head. “We could just—” He cut himself off with a wince as something heavy thumped under the table. “I mean, it isn’t very proper to run off without repaying us.” There wasn’t a shred of conviction in his voice. The more she interacted with him, the more she wondered if he would have even gotten into criminal activity if it wasn’t for Cid’s influence. Either that or his natural vicious personality was completely suppressed by his fear of her.

How troublesome. She should have just not come back at all. Surely someone in this city was looking for a new employee. It didn’t matter if she had to do manual labor or more academically inclined work. Just as long as she got away from the criminals. But too late now. At this point, backing out would likely result in a fight. As long as no one used magic, she didn’t intend to lose any fights. She had three distinct advantages. One at her hip, one under her arm, and one slung over her shoulder. Technically she had a fourth, but the revolver in her backpack would be cumbersome to get to on short notice. But avoiding a fight altogether would be for the best. She didn’t want to hurt anyone if possible. Not even a rat.

“Fine.” Alyssa immediately regretted saying anything that Cid found pleasing. It made him smile. Just looking at his teeth made her nauseous. “But if this buyer of yours doesn’t take it today, no one will. This is your one chance.”

“And this one chance is all we’ll need. I promise you that. I know Svotty. He won’t turn down such appealing merchandise.”

Alyssa grabbed her pack and slipped into its straps, making sure to free her shotgun beforehand. Ignoring Bacco tensing, she looked to Cid. “I have things I need to do today still. We go now.”

“Now? But—”

“This is nonnegotiable. I came to the city for my own purposes and have exceedingly little care for your desires.” And, if this was some sort of ambush, going early would likely ruin everyone’s plans. “If you cannot rearrange your meeting with this Svotty, we’ll find a place to hide the cloak nearby. Bacco can stay and guard it to ensure that no one takes it before your scheduled meeting time.”

Cid pressed his lips into a thin line. His rat ceased its hand motions to simply glare with its green eyes. “Alright. Svotty won’t like—”

“Don’t care.”

Bacco shook his head ever so slightly when Cid glanced in his direction. That shake turned to a slight slump as Cid stood up.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t care for something to eat first?”

“Not hungry,” Alyssa lied. She hadn’t had anything to eat but her unfinished porridge earlier in the morning. Since then, she had walked all over town and spent at least two hours in the library. It was closer to dinner time now than lunch, if barely, not that she had really had lunch as of late. Over the past two weeks, she had only eaten when she stopped walking. At most, she had nibbled on some of the stale bread while moving. Her modern granola bars were still being preserved for an actual emergency.

“Very well, follow us, I suppose.” He had to nudge Bacco before they both started moving. “It isn’t too far away from here.”

“No need to act so dejected, Cid. If what you told me is true, you’ll be rich by the end of the night.”

“That is what I’m hoping for.”

Together they walked. Well, not together together. Bacco led the way while Cid walked just a step ahead of Alyssa. For her part, Alyssa paid close attention to the streets and alleys they took, not wanting to get lost if she had to escape from the thieves on her own. She had her shotgun in hand with the safety off, though she kept her finger firmly on the trigger guard and off the trigger itself.

The roads of Lyria twisted and turned. There clearly wasn’t a city planner who had laid out all the streets in nice even rows. Even when she had been closer to the center of the city near the Observatorium, nothing was neatly organized. Which was probably because of the occasional oddly shaped building, like the Observatorium, that forced roads to bend around it. That one bulge spread out like a ripple, affecting streets for miles, combining with other buildings’ footprints to make a knotted mess. It got worse the further one got. All the way out here, the roads seemed to zig and zag before they finally crossed another street, making the occasional alleys between connected buildings almost necessary to get anywhere in a timely manner.

Thankfully, Cid wasn’t trying to waste her time, per se. She was sure that they weren’t using the fastest route to their destination, but they had yet to make four right turns. Their path, while it occasionally crossed back and forth, was steadily moving away from the central palace.

The crowds were fairly thin out here as well. The market place immediately inside the gates of Lyria had been the most crowded area she had seen here and even the Observatorium had several dozen people meandering about on their daily routines. Here, while there were people around, few were traveling. Lots of people just sat about. Were they homeless? There were a few people just huddled together in a small alcove. It wasn’t actually cold yet, but they sure looked like they were freezing. One older man with a raccoon for a soul was slathering mud onto a fairly thick crack in one of the buildings. Most buildings were poorly maintained or poorly patched up, but his was especially bad. As they passed, he gave them a little glare, but didn’t otherwise say anything.

“We’re here,” Cid said, pulling Alyssa’s attention to a nondescript building three stories tall. “Welcome to the Waters Street Waterhole.”

“That’s a terrible name,” not surprised at all to find out that this was the infamous Waters Street.

It was a fairly plain place, the same brownish color that matched most every building in the area. There weren’t any cracks in the walls, to the building’s credit, but they had a great deal of patch jobs. He walked up to the wooden door and knocked out a series of taps. Two then three then two. Some kind of password. A slot around eye-level pulled open for just long enough for Cid to give a small wave before it slammed shut again. It took a moment longer before the whole door opened.

A thick waft of grey smoke poured out of the opening. It wasn’t quite tobacco smoke, though it definitely smelled similar. It was a hint fruity compared to what she was used to smelling on her coworkers. The smell still made her wrinkle her nose.

“You’re early, Cid.” A man stood in the doorway with his arms folded. He wasn’t as big as Bacco, but he still had four times the muscles that Cid had. Surprisingly enough, he didn’t have a sword at his hip like Bacco did. He had a small dagger. Maybe as big as a combat knife. His soul was a one-eyed hippo, though Alyssa honestly didn’t know why it had only one eye. His real self had two and neither were fake as far as she could tell. He was definitely using both of them to look her over.

“A few things came up and we had to push the schedule forward,” Cid said with a nervous timber to his voice that hadn’t been there at any other time. “Is Svotty available now?”

He managed to tear his eyes away from Alyssa long enough to sneer at Cid. “You’re in luck. He just finished with one of the girls. Maybe he’ll be in a good enough mood to see you.”

“I always did say that my luck is one of my strongest traits.”

The guard snorted as he stepped to one side, allowing passage. “She’s a pretty one. That will buy you a little more into his good graces.”

Nothing about this place or the guard’s insinuations or mannerisms reassured Alyssa in the slightest. She was starting to think that this wasn’t the murder and rob type of ambush, but one with a potentially far worse ending. Her only solace was that no one bothered to take her shotgun as Cid ushered her through the door and into the smoke-filled building.

Now that she thought about it, it was somewhat surprising that the inn didn’t reek of narcotics like this place. Maybe the innkeeper disliked it. Or maybe cigarette equivalents were more difficult to acquire in this day and age. Which made a whole lot more sense. The fact that only magic could start fires—allegedly—meant that not everyone would even have access to smoking wherever they wished. Availability had been one of the main reasons why opium dens had been a thing in her world. The same could be true here, except for fire being the scarce resource.

Though it couldn’t be that scarce in the city. The inn would surely have a fire constantly lit in a back room.

It took a few moments for her eyes to adjust to the relative darkness of the room. There were lanterns set about, but they really didn’t do much more than a candle for their local area. Blinking away a few spots in her eyes, her frown turned to a deep scowl. “This is a brothel.”

Half-naked, or in two cases, all-naked women wandered around a wide open room, carrying trays of… something between tables occupied by men. Occasional plates of food had been set out at the tables, but most every man had a long pipe, at least as long as her arm, as they leaned back in their booths. One man had a woman bent over on all fours, whipping her with a riding crop. Muffled noises came from that corner of the room every time he struck her. She must have had some kind of gag in her mouth.

Alyssa wasn’t sure if she should be glad that the room was so dim or if she should just start firing her shotgun around the room.

No. She might hit one of the working girls. And this establishment might be perfectly legal. Probably not. It had a knock-based password on the door and no signs or advertisements decorating the exterior. A legitimate business would try to attract customers. This place was clearly trying for an unassuming look.

For now, she just grit her teeth as Cid put a hand on her shoulder and led her through the main floor. He took her to a door opposite the main entrance where they entered a narrow hallway. A hallway thankfully lacking most of the smoke from the main room. She had been feeling a bit light headed just from the small pass-through. Here and now, she needed to keep a clear head above all else.

They continued on past several rooms, all with closed doors. Alyssa tried to ignore the sounds coming from inside. She walked robotically, mind still reeling from the sights and smells in the main room. Cid took her downstairs to another long hall, below ground level. The air was even clearer down here than in the upper hallway—again, thankfully—and the area was better lit as well, with brighter lamps burning around the hall and rooms. It seemed more of a place for employees than customers. Walking down the lower hall, she passed by a kitchen with some actually good smelling food over the fire, a waiting or break room for the girls, and several closed doors. There were more guards down here as well, one stationed at the break room and another at a lonesome door at the end of the hall.

A door that Cid and Bacco were heading straight toward.

“Heya, Bennie. Heard the boss might be available.” Cid rubbed his hands together, mimicking his rat-soul, though the way he moved looked far more nervous than miserly.

The guard, like the one up top, had a knife on his hip. Not a full sword, which Alyssa could understand now. Trying to fight with a sword like Bacco’s in a narrow hallway would just wind up with the blade clanging off the wall. A spear would work better than a knife. They could just aim the pointed end toward the hall and run down anyone trying to get in.

He glared. Most people glared at Cid, Alyssa couldn’t help but notice. Including herself, for that matter. He was just a very glarable person. “When he has me break your legs and toss you out back, don’t blame me.” The man’s voice was softer than she would have expected from someone whose face was covered in scars. Rapping his knuckles against the door, he called out. “Hey boss, Cid, Bacco, and some girl here.”

A muffled “What?” came from the other side of the door.

“Cid, Bacco, and some girl are here. She looks like some traveler.”

“I heard ya the first time, idiot. What do ‘em want?”

This time, Cid responded, taking a step closer as he shouted through the door. “Heya, Svotty. I’m here with that proposition we discussed earlier. You remember, right?”

This Svotty didn’t respond right away. He mumbled and grumbled a bit, but nothing that could be understood from this side of the door. Even Cid and the guard glanced at each other and shrugged. “Uh, boss?” the guard said.

“Let ‘em in, let ‘em in.”

So he did. The guard opened the door, letting a cloud of smoke out into the hallway. This smoke lacked the fruity taste of the smoke up above. Alyssa actually coughed a little as she waved a hand in front of her face. It didn’t help.

“Well don’t just stand there.”

Cid steered her into the room before she could say anything. Bacco followed a moment later, having to duck to get under the low doorway. “This is the girl I told you about, boss,” Cid said, stopping her right in front of a thick desk.

Alyssa got her first good look at the boss. Svotty.

He was a portly man. More wide than tall with a squat, pig-like face. His clothes were larger still, looking baggy on his bulky frame. Every single one of his fingers had thick golden rings reaching from his knuckles to the first joint. He wore his hair shaved to a fine stubble. Just behind him, an equally portly pig hovered in the air. His soul.

How fitting.

Despite all the smoke in the room, he didn’t have a cigarette, cigar, or pipe anywhere on him or on the wooden desk he sat behind. It took her a moment to notice the little black urn on the corner of the desk. Incense, though that wasn’t necessarily incense burning. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be healthy to breathe in this much smoke.

Before she could turn her gaze back to Svotty, she noticed a smear on the ground. A red smear. Two sets of footprints had stepped in it, one barefoot and the other with some flat-soled shoe. The bare feet left a trail that dragged off to the office’s door while the other set disappeared behind the desk.

“Don’t mind that now, got a bit overexcited earlier,” Svotty said with a hearty chuckle, rolling his stomach. He leaned back in his chair, propping his feet up on the desk. Cid mirrored the laugh, though didn’t sound quite so happy about it. Bacco just grimaced and looked away.

Alyssa found herself clenching her teeth together. She could put two and two together. When the guard up top had mentioned him finishing with one of the girls, she had assumed sex. After seeing the main brothel floor, that assumption had only been reinforced. Now she couldn’t help but wonder if the poor girl had even survived. It wasn’t a lot of blood, true, but it could have been stifled with a rag or she had simply left before it got everywhere. Even if it wasn’t lethal on its own, getting a bad infection in this day and age would almost certainly be a death sentence. If there were magic spells to cure infections, a working girl likely wouldn’t have access to them, either ability-wise or financially.

Something hot burned under her collar. Anger. Svotty’s eyes looked over her, appreciating everything they saw. Her fingers tightened around her shotgun as she tried to keep calm.

“You did good this time, Cid. She has a pretty face. A pretty face gets me a pretty price,” he said with another boisterous round of laughter.

With a slight haze in her mind, Alyssa moved mechanically. Almost automatically. She brought the butt of the shotgun to her shoulder, moved her finger off the trigger guard, and squeezed.

            

    
        006.001 Interlude - Tess

    
    
    
    
                Tess sighed. She was getting looks again. Pitiful looks. This was one of those days.

Princess Irulon had returned from her day’s activities with a bright smile on her face. A few of the other servants even reported humming. Normal days saw the princess return from the academy with a blank expression at best. Maybe a vapid smile with no real joy behind it. Her actually smiling threw up red flags for Tess’ fellow workers.

Being a servant girl wasn’t easy. Being Irulon’s personal servant even less so. Her mornings consisted of waking up before everyone else in the palace—which wasn’t that hard, she barely slept most nights anyway. Bath water had to be heated. Chamber pots emptied. Meals retrieved from the cooks and set out. Clothes laid out. Then she had to wake up Irulon.

That was… never fun. Tess had to be respectful, but Irulon was… not a morning person. That was putting it lightly. Speaking to her wouldn’t get the slightest reaction. Even physically nudging her couldn’t get her moving. It was bad enough that most days, Tess had to scoop up the princess, carry her to the bathroom, and dump her into the water. Even that didn’t usually wake her up all the way, but at least it got her morning underway. If Tess didn’t do that, Irulon would probably be late even to her evening appointments. By the time Tess finished scrubbing Irulon clean, she was usually awake enough to stand still while Tess dressed her.

And that was just the mornings.

But she didn’t get pitiful looks because of having to wake Irulon. Well, not always. Sometimes. However, most of the pitiful looks were because of things that happened before Tess even started working at the palace. Allegedly, many of Irulon’s personal attendants tended to… disappear. They weren’t publicly released from their stations or punished in any way. They weren’t executed. None of the other servants ever found bodies. They just vanished.

Apparently. Tess had been here for almost a full year. The longest serving personal attendant according to the others. That didn’t stop the others from looking at her with sad eyes at times like this. Even when she stopped by the kitchens, the chef looked at her as if mentally saying, it was nice working with you as he handed her a plate of sauteed vegetables, thick slabs of roasted meat, and a loaf of freshly baked bread. It was irritating. Even worse, she would have to come back for more food and see him again. Irulon never ate her vegetables and always wanted more meat. Tess didn’t know why the chef bothered in the first place.

Carrying the plate with one hand, Tess picked up a large bottle of Tyrian wine and an emerald encrusted goblet with her other hand. Tyrian wine was Irulon’s favorite. Tess had tried a small glass once on a rare occasion when Irulon hadn’t finished off an entire bottle. It had a fairly unique flavor, similar to maple tree sap. Too sweet for her tastes. Also far too expensive. Even having been paid relatively well for working as the princess’ personal attendant over nearly a full year, her entire savings would only buy her a single bottle.

Tess stepped lively up the stone staircase that led to the princess’ floor. It was a tight spiral with no decorations, used solely by the servants to get between their kitchen on the tenth highest floor and the royal family’s personal living quarters above.

The top three floors of the palace tower were reserved for the Pharaoh and his wives, the top two of which only the most trusted of servants were allowed on—an exclusive number that Tess couldn’t count herself in. From there, the children of the Great House each had their own floors. Irulon had six older brothers. She was the eldest girl. There were several younger siblings, but as the tower floors widened and their social importance lessened, none had an entire floor to call their own. Irulon often said that she was the luckiest child, having not only an entire floor to herself, but the largest as well. In Tess’ opinion, the entire tower was topsy-turvy. Who would ever want to climb from the ground floor all the way to the top every single day? If Tess were queen, she would definitely relocate to a far lower level. Maybe not completely ground floor, but maybe around the fifth floor.

Of course, Irulon cheated with magic. As did her older brothers and the king. It was just the poor servants that had to clamber up and down thousands of stairs unless they were lucky enough to be walking alongside one of the royals.

Letting out a small sigh, Tess stepped off the spiral staircase onto Irulon’s floor and started heading toward the wide open doors at the end of the hallway. With the doors to the princess’ bedroom wide open, she didn’t need to figure out how to knock with her hands full. So she just paused at the threshold. “Your meal is ready. Would you care for it in your dining room—” Her voice caught in her throat as she actually spotted the princess.

The bedroom was a wide room. Far too large for one person, in Tess’ opinion. The bed alone could fit ten people without any of them having to touch one another. It was a heavenly bed. Tess would never tell anyone, but there had been occasions during cleaning while Irulon had been absent that she had opted to take a short rest on the bed. The soft cushioning molded to her body, cradling her as if it were made from clouds. But the princess wasn’t on her bed.

Neither was she at her polished wood desk. Nor the chair near the bookcase and fire pit. The wardrobe door was closed, but Tess had never once seen Irulon enter there—getting clothing was a servant’s job, after all.

No, the princess was beyond the wide glass doors that led outside. She stood on the balcony railing, standing with her arms outstretched and only her two bare feet anchoring her to the tower.

“Princess!” Tess shouted as she rushed across the room. There was a limit to how reckless the princess could be. Even with magic. She didn’t even have the spell tome attached to her hip. If she fell, she wouldn’t be able to catch herself with a spell. All she had was an untied robe that billowed in the high winds. “Princess! Come down from there!”

At her cry, Irulon spun around, picking up a foot to twist on a single toe. She stood there, still on the railing, staring down with her pale violet eyes. There was a hunger there. A hunger that shifted straight toward the plate in Tess’ hand. She slipped off the balcony, landing on the tips of her toes right in front of Tess. With her bare hands, she grabbed a slab of the roast and tore off a piece with her teeth as she leaned her back against the railing.

Ignoring the impropriety of it all, Tess just sighed in relief. She was just glad the princess was safe. If Irulon had fallen, she wouldn’t have only lost the one she served—something Tess definitely didn’t want—but likely her life as well. She would have been hard pressed to convince anyone that she hadn’t thrown the princess from the balcony, being the only witness. Her head would have rolled in the city center, kicked around by children like it were a ball.

Pushing the morbid thought from her mind, Tess knelt next to where the princess had leaned against the balcony railing to snack on her food.

“Excellent timing, Tess. I am absolutely famished. It has been an exhausting day. I can barely keep my eyes open.”

“Did something good happen today?” she asked as she pulled the cork stopper from the bottle of Tyrian wine.

“Something good? Hm. You could say that. She didn’t have a soul!”

Tess blinked. Out of all the possible things that Irulon could have found pleasing, that hadn’t even registered on the list. “No… soul? I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

“Neither do I! Even monsters have souls. I would say that she was using concealment magic, but I don’t think she’s ever used magic before today! Not much anyway. And when she did, she used a Rank Three spell without even straining. Hm. What is she? An elder lich?” Irulon bit down and tore off another strip of the tender meat.

“A-A lich?” Tess shuddered. There were few things worse than monsters. A human who gave up their humanity to become a monster? Well, she had never met one, but it sounded ghastly. Who would even do that? A foolish question. The answer was simple. People who were afraid of the Divine Tenebrael’s embrace. Or people who didn’t believe in her at all. Still, didn’t they have a shred of decency? Betraying everyone like that to join humanity’s mortal enemies. It was worse than turning traitor to Lyria, fleeing northward across the desert to join the Juno Federation. “Should we contact the guards? Or bounty hunters? The guild maybe?”

Irulon had her hand out, reaching for the wine. As soon as Tess spoke, that outstretched hand snapped to her mouth, clamping it shut. “No. No. We don’t tell anyone.” Her grip loosened, letting her hand fall. She skipped the goblet entirely, going straight for the wine bottle. “I want her.”

“What.”

“If she is a lich, I want to take her apart. To pull off her skin and pry open her bones. Adventurers kill liches when they cause trouble, but what do we really know about them? They show up so infrequently. Do you think she has real meat in there? Or is she just wearing the skin over her bones like I wear a dress?”

“I don’t…” have any idea how to answer that. Tess could use magic. But she just used it for simple things. Lighting candles, filling the bath with water, cleaning, and other things useful for a servant girl. She certainly wasn’t obsessed with it, let alone with undead and monsters…

 

Smoke curling out from holes in the thatch roof. The coppery scent of blood, mixed with fire and screams. People running outside the home, leaving her stranded behind a fallen log. Midnight-black eyes with—

 

A firm hand clasped down on Tess’ shoulder. She gasped in a breath. Her heart beat in her chest, thumping hard enough to feel like it might explode. The hand gave her shoulder a comforting squeeze, just as it had back then.

“Don’t worry,” Irulon said. “You are mine. I won’t let anyone touch what is mine. Not my father. Not my siblings. Not some lich. Though if she is a lich, I wonder why she was reading such a beginner book of magic. Perhaps not a lich then. Or perhaps her true goal was to initiate contact with me. Ahhh, need more information to make an accurate assessment.”

Tess gave a shaky nod of her head. Falling into bad memories—in front of Irulon, no less. How embarrassing. Drawing in another breath shook her chest with slight tremors. Something wet was running down her cheeks. She quickly wiped it away with the sleeve of her uniform. Thankfully, Irulon didn’t notice. The princess was doing her best to drain the bottle of wine in one go. And succeeding.

“Ahhh.” Irulon let out her held breath in a sharp sigh. The empty bottle rolled across the open balcony, knocking against the small lip near the railing. She wolfed down the last of the meat but, as Tess had expected, didn’t touch the rest of the plate. However, it didn’t look like she would send for more food. Her eyes were already half-lidded and she wobbled slightly in place. It was still quite early for the princess to sleep, but then again, she had mentioned barely being able to stay awake. Maybe if she got to sleep now, she would wake at a reasonable time in the morning.

“Shall we get you to bed?” Tess asked once she was sure that her voice wouldn’t tremble too much. The princess didn’t respond, but Tess knew her well enough to know what that meant. Slipping her arms behind the princess’ back and under her knees, Tess hefted her up.

Then she paused, getting her first real look of the landscape beyond the balcony’s railing. Night had fallen some time ago, but there was a great deal of light down in the distance. Down in the fields near the northern desert. Fire? And up closer near the wall, there was something going on there too. Occasional flashes of light. Magic.

“Princess Irulon, what’s going on in the city tonight? The fields look like they’re on fire!”

“‘S nothing to worry over. Brakkt left the palace with Juno and his personal knights. He’ll take care of it.”

“You’re not going to run off and cause trouble for me?”

“No,” Irulon said with a long yawn. “Bed now. Too much thinking today. My head hurts too much.”

Too much thinking? Or too much drinking? Whatever the case, all the better if she wasn’t going to run off to try to collect corpses. Really. The clean-up was such a pain. “Alright,” Tess said softly as she carried the princess back inside.

Irulon had said not to worry about it, so Tess put it completely out of her mind. Even if it was something to worry about, the fact that the Black Prince himself had gone to deal with the situation meant that nothing bad would happen to the palace. So Tess focused on her duties of preparing the princess for sleep.

With her robe already open, it was a simple matter to slip her out of it and get her beneath the silk sheets of her bed. Irulon’s eyes were shut before she had even gotten fully tucked in. Tess was a bit envious of her ability to fall asleep like that, but at the same time, couldn’t help the smile on her face. She was the only person in the whole palace that got to see Irulon like this. Everyone else only saw Princess Irulon. Tess got to see the real her.

It was why Tess had never worried. Maybe the other servants were right. Maybe Irulon had gotten rid of her past attendants. Maybe violently, maybe not. But they must have done something to deserve it. Tess would never betray her princess. Her savior. She knew just how kind Irulon truly was.

Turning back to the balcony to clean up the remains of the meal, Tess froze as something clamped around her wrist. With a foot already in the air, a light tug was more than enough to send her off balance, falling into the cloud-like bed. Arms wrapped around her and pulled her close to the princess.

“Sleep with me,” Irulon mumbled without opening her eyes.

Tess smiled, but said nothing. Neither did she move. After counting to ten in her head, she carefully slipped out of Irulon’s arms and out of her bed. This time, when she made to move, nothing grabbed her hand. “Sorry, Princess.” She couldn’t sleep. There was work to do. The empty bottle. The plate. The goblet. After that, well, she had to find something else to do. She could clean the windows, sweep the floor, and polish up the handle on the big front door. After that, well, there was always work to do in the palace.

She couldn’t sleep.

Every time Tess closed her eyes, she saw those black eyes with the white rings, peering out of the smoke of her burning village.

            

    
        007.001 Real Monsters - Waters Street Gang II

    
    
    
    
                Svotty tipped backward in his chair. Having already been leaning backward on two legs with his feet up on the desk, the shotgun blast hitting his face and chest sent his body to the floor.

Alyssa took two steps forward, rounding her shotgun on Cid as she moved. “You were going to sell me to a brothel!” she snarled over the ringing in her ears. A pump of her shotgun sent an empty shell flying to the side of the room. He had a knife out. Having been standing just behind her up until now, it was surprising that he hadn’t used it. But then, he was probably too shocked from the noise and seeing his boss die right in front of him. Bacco, on the other hand, had his hands clasped to his ears as he backed up into the corner. “You just had to get greedy. You couldn’t make do with the cloak—”

Before she could pull the trigger, the door slammed open. Of course the guard would have heard the noise. To his credit, he didn’t stand around staring in shock. With a knife drawn, he charged at Alyssa.

She didn’t hesitate to aim her shotgun in his direction and fired again, filling the air with the sharp thunder crack and a bright flash of light. These weren’t good people. She hadn’t missed the name of the brothel. Waters Street Waterhole. As in, the same Waters Street gang that the city guard had mentioned. Given that they had planned on forcing her into prostitution, it was doubtful that any of the girls were here willingly. Every single person complicit in this establishment was the scum of scum.

Another pump of her shotgun sent another shell flying off into the corner of the room as the guard fell to the ground. Six cartridges left. She had more in her pack, but reloading wouldn’t be feasible if guards kept running in. How many had she passed on the way here? She hadn’t counted. A foolish mistake. She aimed back at Cid, wanting to pull the trigger.

But he dropped the knife. “No. Please! You misunderstand!”

“Oh, right, I suppose that’s your bartering knife,” she said through clenched teeth. The hazy air in here was giving her a headache. Her heart pounded in her temples. “Get on the floor,” she spat. “Face down. Don’t move. And you…” Alyssa flicked her glare to Bacco. “You were going to let him? To think I thought you weren’t so bad.”

“I-I told him it was a bad idea.” His knees shook when she pointed the shotgun in his direction. It didn’t take long for them to give out. He went straight to the floor, putting his face to the ground without her even ordering him to do so.

A good thing too. Someone else was running up the hall. A few someones. With her two thief friends on the ground, she could give the guards her full attention. “Stop!” she shouted, hoping she sounded more authoritative and less panicked. There were three of them coming up now. All three had their knives drawn. Only one of them slowed. The other two kept running.

She fired again. They were further away than the others she had killed, but shotguns worked fine at range despite Hollywood’s claims. It was her aim that was the problem. One of them screamed out, tumbling to the ground, clutching his leg. The other yelped, but didn’t fall. A few of the pellets must have torn through him while most hit the leg of the man who was on the floor.

“Your boss is dead,” she shouted again, pumping her shotgun. Five left. “And I…” Alyssa paused. She had been about to say that she was leaving. If anyone acted against her, they would die. But she had a different idea. Maybe a foolish one, brought on by the smoke-induced headache. Divine inspiration? Not likely. Tenebrael wasn’t around—surprisingly, maybe the bodies weren’t as dead as they looked. However, she needed to focus. Meeting Cid and Bacco had been a disaster. “If you try to attack me, you will die too,” she said as her mind worked overtime to try to absorb the full gravity of the situation.

What if the police came. Or whatever the local equivalent was. This could be an entirely legal brothel under the laws of this city.

Except it wasn’t. The police wouldn’t come. If the gang was notorious enough to warrant warning from the guards, the people here would sooner be arrested than her, even with her having killed someone. Even if they did arrest her, surely explaining that they had been about to sell her would buy her freedom. Or Irulon. Maybe knowing the princess would get her a way out.

So they wouldn’t come because none of the gang members would call them. And if they did, she would be fine. Taking a shallow breath, and coughing a little on the smoke, she calmed her frantic thoughts.

If she were smart, she could turn this into an opportunity. She could save the girls here. Alyssa couldn’t afford to be so altruistic in a world like this, but she would get something in return. Freeing the almost certainly unwilling girls would buy her their gratitude. Gratitude that she could spend on information about the city and anything else that came to mind. Unless she went through the place and killed absolutely everyone who wasn’t a prostitute, this place would almost assuredly be up and running before long. Someone else, like Cid or one of the guards, would take over Svotty’s position.

And frankly, staring between Svotty’s body and the guard in the doorway, she could already feel her stomach churning a bit. Not as bad as it had the morning after she awoke in this world, but the thought of just executing Cid and Bacco while they had their heads pressed to the floor didn’t sit right with her. No. Unless they continued to attack her…

Alyssa removed her finger from the trigger. She left the safety off, just in case.

If the women working here didn’t escape now, they would probably not have another opportunity.

Not only that, but this was a brothel. Brothels existed to make money. She wouldn’t need to get herself a job as a tavern wench if she found a safe filled with coins. There had to be something around. Even just Svotty’s gold rings would sell for something. Except, then she might wind up in another purple cloak situation if and when someone recognized the rings.

If possible, she wanted to leave here without anyone knowing what she had done. Just in case the city guard did launch some sort of investigation into Svotty’s death. No evidence left behind, except for witnesses—none of the spells she had copied could modify memories, unfortunately, if that was something that could even be done. They would have to stay.

Leave rings. Leave anything that might tie her to this place. Leave the cloak as well. Without it, she might not have even gotten into all this trouble. But loose coins, anything that looked like cash. She could take as much as she could carry.

The idea cemented itself in her mind. It might be risky, but she could pull it off. “You,” she shouted into the hall. “The uninjured one. Clear this place out. Tell the… patrons to go home. Tell the girls to gather in the large room upstairs. If any of the other guards have a problem with this, tell them to head to Svotty’s office. But let them know that they might not survive the encounter. Fail me, deliberately disobey, or run away, and I will kill you. Then I will kill everyone else here. Don’t think I can’t. No more playing around,” Alyssa added, more for Cid and Bacco’s sake. Hopefully they, and the guards, bought the bluff. Bacco still had to believe that she was a monster. Even if he didn’t, he at least would be terrified of what she had done and was capable of. She paused for a moment, taking a deep breath. A mistake. The smoke almost sent her into a coughing fit. Hacking and wheezing, she knocked the incense burner to the floor and stomped on the glowing embers. “And open some damn windows!”

The man had already run off. She didn’t know if he would follow her orders, the latest one or the others. He might just escape despite her threat. Of course, she didn’t have a way to track him down if he did. None of the spells she had taken pictures of would do that either.

Alyssa leaned back against the desk, rubbing at her forehead. A twisted knot was forming in her stomach, slowly yet steadily. She felt sick, worse now that she was out of immediate danger. Two people. She had killed them, hadn’t she? Svotty, lying on the floor behind his desk, hadn’t moved. A quick glance tightened the knot in Alyssa’s stomach. Most of the pellets had hit him in the face. It looked like ground beef, though with more blood. The man by the door was much the same, except he had been hit in the chest. His fingers were twitching, but if he was still alive, he wouldn’t be for long.

Out in the hall, Alyssa could hear sharp, pain-filled gasps from at least one of the two men still out there. Aside from magical means, this world likely didn’t have much in the way of medical care. With only her one trip to the Observatorium, she hadn’t researched any medical magics. Unless this gang kept a healer around, the two in the hall, even the one she had only grazed, could easily die from any number of causes. Infection, blood loss, shrapnel complications… parasites. Some of which were more immediate concerns than others. Blood loss, for instance.

“Bacco,” Alyssa snapped. The large man made a high pitched noise at being addressed, but she ignored it. “There are two injured men in the hall. Go treat their wounds as best as you can and maybe you’ll come out of this alive.” She waited just a moment. When he didn’t move, she shouted again. “Get up! And get out of here.”

He did, but he didn’t look at her. He kept his head down and his eyes glued to the floor. Which ended up backfiring when he got to the fallen guard in the doorway. Bacco froze still, except for his shaking hands, and just opened and closed his mouth over and over again.

“Not him,” Alyssa said, wondering how the large man managed to be part of a gang. He was definitely not callous enough. “Further out in the hall.”

That got him moving. He practically tiptoed over the body. Once he was past, his timid movements turned to a lumbering dash until he reached the other two.

“As for you…” Alyssa trailed off. She wasn’t quite sure what to do with Cid. She had calmed down enough that she wasn’t about to shoot him. Not unless he went for his knife, but she somehow doubted that she would be that lucky. But she couldn’t think about it anymore.

A feather floated down from nowhere. Tenebrael had arrived. She hadn’t stopped time, this time. Alyssa could still hear Cid breathing and the occasional pained noises from out in the hall. Given that she couldn’t see Tenebrael, the angel had probably appeared behind her. Alyssa didn’t glance back. She kept her eyes on Cid.

“Just get out of my sight. Go make sure that all the patrons are gone and the girls gathered in the main room. If I see you before I’ve calmed down, you’re liable to wind up dead.”

“Shoot him now,” a sweet, harmonious voice whispered into Alyssa’s ear. “He’s terrified, even if he tries to hide it. He’ll be just delectable. If you need a reason to assuage some silly notion of guilt, rape and murder are the least of his crimes.”

Alyssa didn’t move. She didn’t even breathe. She watched with clenched teeth as Cid picked himself off the floor, making sure to keep his hands far away from his knife. Unlike Bacco, he actually looked Alyssa in the eyes.

“Sure thing, boss,” he said, smiling with that foul mouth of his.

Her teeth ground together. The shotgun moved of its own accord, aiming the barrel directly at his chest. No, not of its own accord. A pair of arms were wrapped around her from behind like a gentle hug, guiding her hands. But no angelic fingers brushed near the trigger. The decision was left entirely up to Alyssa.

Cid’s eyes widened. He backed away slow and careful to avoid any sudden movements, almost tripping over the guard’s body in the process. As soon as he made it to the hallway, he turned and sprinted straight past Bacco without stopping.

The shotgun barrel dipped toward the floor in his wake. Alyssa let out a small sigh. Of relief or exasperation, she wasn’t sure. With that sigh, the strength in her legs gave way. She tried to lean back against the desk for support.

Only to find herself resting against something soft and warm. For a moment, she didn’t move. It was comforting in a way that Alyssa couldn’t describe. An unearthly comfort.

“What a waste.”

The tension came rushing back as Alyssa threw herself away from the heavenly demon, spinning to face her. Which put her back to the door. Despite the situation, Alyssa retained the presence of mind to know what an abysmally bad idea that was. Tenebrael hadn’t stopped time. It took a bit of nudging with her foot, but she got the body out of the way enough to slam the door shut.

“The fear of death is like a seasoning. Though comparing it to salt or pepper would be a disservice. It is the most exotic seasoning a soul can have. And it’s so rare here in my world. In Nod. My fault, I know. I wanted to be worshiped so I started that whole religion about me. Now no one is afraid—”

Alyssa let out a sharp hiss through her teeth. “I. Don’t. Care. If you ever touch me like that again, I swear that I will shoot you in the face. And I will find a way to make it hurt.”

A light, musical hum came from Tenebrael’s throat. She smiled a kind smile, fitting of an angel, but the smile didn’t reach her glowing white eyes. “Are you sure you didn’t enjoy it, even a little?” She cocked her head to one side, smiling a little wider when Alyssa didn’t respond. “Well, let’s see what offerings you’ve presented me, my little reaper.”

“Excuse me?”

Tenebrael ignored Alyssa, turning to the body behind the desk. Her wings stretched out, brushing over the body. The image of the pig, which had been floating above its master’s corpse up until now, vanished as the liquid mist flooded into the room. Tenebrael ate up every drop, more like she had with the pilgrims than either of the thieves that had broken into her house. She didn’t even smile.

“Nope. Not very good, Alyssa. He hadn’t even realized he was dying before he… well, died. His last thoughts were of a lascivious nature that probably shouldn’t be mentioned in polite company. You’ll have to try harder next time. But I still appreciate the effort. He wasn’t in the books just yet, after all.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together. She almost said that there wouldn’t be a next time. But was that true? Even right now, she was in the basement of a gang-operated whorehouse. If the remaining guards got any funny ideas, she might be fighting her way out. Who knew what troubles tomorrow would bring.

“What about this one?” Tenebrael glided over to the other body in the room and repeated her wing motions. As the raccoon hovering above the guard faded and the mist filled the room again, Alyssa couldn’t help but note: Tenebrael had no soul. There were no animals hovering anywhere in the vicinity. Just the angel and her wings. “Ah, that’s a much better one. He didn’t die immediately. His brain was working long enough for him to start panicking. Damaging his spinal cord kept him from moving or reaching out. With his lungs filling with blood, he couldn’t even cry out for help, as he desperately wanted to.” Tenebrael ran her tongue over her black lips. “I approve.”

“I’m not looking for your approval.”

“You have it anyway.” She reached out and ran her hand over Alyssa’s head like a loving owner might stroke a cat. “But I’ve got to get back. No rest for the wicked, as they say. If you ever want to chat, just shoot someone!”

Alyssa clamped her hand over Tenebrael’s still outstretched arm. “Wait.” This was a chance she couldn’t let go. She had tried to ask earlier, but the angel had vanished too quickly. “I need you to do something for me.”

“Huh? You need me to do something for you?” She raised an eyebrow before letting out a musical laugh. “I see, I see. First you act all hostile to get me to like you more, then you act all lovey to reaffirm that desire? There’s a word for that, you know. But I’m not putting you back on Earth, so don’t even ask.”

“What? No…” She had no idea what the angel was talking about, but she hadn’t been about to ask for that. She needed a way to defend herself from angels before she even tried to go back. Alyssa pulled her phone from her pocket. “You did something that lets me connect to the internet. Earth’s internet.” An unnecessary clarification, maybe. “But it doesn’t work this far from my home. Can you make it so that it does? And also so that I don’t need to charge it and can use it forever? And maybe make it indestructible. And so that it can’t be lost or stolen. And—”

“While I do appreciate several of the things you have done, screwing up Earth’s books excepted, how long is this list? I do have things to do, souls to take, Iosefaels to talk to, you know… the usual. People are dying all the time. Got to keep up appearances.”

“Can’t you just stop time?”

“Well, yes… but I can’t consume souls while time is stopped because they’re stopped too.”

“Just leave them out of the time stop like you did to me earlier.”

The corners of Tenebrael’s lips tugged up into a small smile. “Who says that I did anything to you? The only magic that I have cast on you—that worked—was the miracle that brought you to Nod. Really, we shouldn’t even be talking like this unless you start dying. And you aren’t. Curious, curious, my little reaper.”

“Don’t call me that.” Alyssa closed her eyes and rubbed at her forehead. She still had a headache. Even with the incense extinguished, the room had far too much smell to it. Though, flicking her eyes toward the puddle of blood that she hadn’t caused, maybe it was good that the room smelled the way it did and not like anything worse. “Look. Can you do it or not?”

Tenebrael plucked the phone from Alyssa’s fingers and looked over it. “The question isn’t whether I can, but whether or not I will. If you’ve found some loophole in my protections and are contacting someone on Earth—”

“Nothing like that! Taking pictures is invaluable. Looking up modern science and concepts too! You want your prophecy book messed up? Let me introduce some modern technology. Even just how to make fire without magic.”

“When you put it like that, how can I resist? Very well. I’ll return your phone later on with all sorts of improvements.”

“Uh.” A chill ran down Alyssa’s spine. “Not to seem ungrateful, but how much later?” She still hadn’t copied those pictures she had taken at the Observatorium. If she wasn’t going to be able to return for a week when Irulon said to return, that was a long time to go without testing out the various magics she had noted down.

“Whenever I get around to it. I—” Tenebrael cut herself off with a glance at the door. A moment later, a timid knock tapped against the wood.

“Ah—Alyssa?” A far more timid version of Bacco’s voice made it through the wood. Barely. It was so soft she had to strain to hear it properly. “Cid said that there were some complaints, especially with people involved with girls at the time, but that the Waterhole is clear.”

“I’ll be out in a moment,” Alyssa said, looking back to Tenebrael.

Or where Tenebrael had been standing. There was nothing there now save for a handful of feathers drifting to the floor. No sign of the angel and no sign of her phone.

“Great. Just great,” she mumbled to herself. But maybe her talk with Tenebrael had done some good. She felt a lot looser. A lot calmer. She probably wasn’t going to immediately shoot the first person she saw. At least, not until they inevitably did something to piss her off. Tenebrael held most of her ire at the moment. The stupid angel just disappeared in the middle of their conversation. And took her phone.

That it might come back to her with an endless battery was the only bright side. For now, she had to go out and face the music.

            

    
        007.002 Real Monsters - Lovely Ladies

    
    
    
    
                There were just under a dozen girls who worked at the Waters Street Waterhole. Alyssa might have said that a dozen was less than she had expected except she hadn’t really expected anything. Between Tenebrael, killing two people, and nearly getting sold into slavery, she hadn’t thought much about what the actual brothel operation might have been like. The girls were cleaner than expected as well, though the smoke haze still in the air might have disguised their filth a little. Not all of them. Those who had been acting more as waitresses than prostitutes were generally better off. Most wore bodices of some type or another. Of those who wore anything more than a blanket, that was. Presumably the latter group had been in the process of… entertaining customers. They tended to be the filthiest as well, covered in a thin layer of grime, sweat, and possibly things that Alyssa would rather not think about.

But even among the cleaner girls, Alyssa did not find the idea of touching them pleasing. Not before they had taken a few showers. And maybe more than that. There probably weren’t STD screenings in this world. Or treatment.

She really needed to investigate medical magic. Yet another thing to add to her ever growing list.

Apart from the girls were the guards. Only six of them. Even with the one that Alyssa had killed and Svotty, the girls outnumbered them. Had there never been a rebellion? Surely one of the girls could have hidden away a makeshift shank if not a proper knife and used it to escape. It made Alyssa question her initial assumption of the dynamics of this brothel. If the girls weren’t here against their will, it might complicate things.

As for the guards, they carried themselves differently. While even the cleanest of the girls had a downtrodden and world-weary look to them, the guards were uncertain. No doubt they had heard that Svotty was dead. No doubt that they knew who had killed him. The only one Alyssa recognized was the muscular man who had been guarding the front door. He glared at her with unrestrained anger. Maybe Svotty or the deceased guard had been a friend. Maybe he was angry with himself for allowing her through with her weapons. Maybe he just didn’t like her on principle. She was sort of threatening to kill every one of them if they disobeyed her. No doubt they had all heard about that and just what she could do; both of the injured guards were in the room. The one she had hit in the leg had shabby bandages wrapped completely around his thigh. He looked a bit woozy. Blood loss? The other, looking much better off, had some similar bandages covering his arm. Cid stood behind the entire group, trying hard to avoid Alyssa’s gaze.

Both the guards and the women stood apart from each other, two distinct groups. Alyssa couldn’t help but notice that the guards had placed themselves in just such a way as to block the main door from the girls. If they were the only two groups, she might have continued on, but a third group away from the other two had her standing momentarily frozen.

They were… girls? No. Definitely girls. There were less of them than the working girls. Only four. All but one of whom were even worse for wear than the worst of the women. They were covered in welts, bruises, marks, and scars. But what had frozen Alyssa in place wasn’t their health, but their very state of being.

They weren’t human.

Two blatantly obviously inhumans, two that weren’t quite so obvious. Bright red scales adorned one, starting just at the sides of her cheeks; they moved down her neck, covered her arms completely, continued down her sides and hips before coating her legs as well. Her torso and face were oddly human where the scales weren’t covering while her legs and arms were more… animalistic. Or reptilistic? She had long nails that might have been sharp claws at one point in time, but were blunt as a spoon at the moment. Her red eyes that matched her hair stared off into space, much like the whipped girl.

To her side was… a bee? Her whole body was covered in yellow and black stripes. Like the lizard, she had a surprisingly human form, except for her face and her abdomen. A thick bulb hung off her lower back, tipped with a single sharp spike that had been flattened like the reptile’s claws. She had two wings as well, thin and transparent and filled with holes. Unnatural holes. More of tears. Probably put there to keep her from flying, or maybe from simple violence. Her mouth lacked lips, being stiff, and had sharp ridges instead that molded into her skin. Or carapace? And her eyes… they were somewhat uncomfortable to look at. Alyssa honestly couldn’t tell what the bee-girl was looking at. They were black and faceted like an over-cut diamond. A single antennae drooped off the top of her head, sticking out through dark hair. Off-center. Were bees supposed to have two?

The other two could pass for humans. One had off-color skin, almost a bluish black. If not for that and the long ears poking back off her head, she probably would have stood with the other girls. An elf. Alyssa had seen several already, though never up close. As it turned out, she was the one who had been whipped in the main room earlier. In the darkness and smoke haze, Alyssa hadn’t noticed her skin color. Now it was plain and apparent to see that she wasn’t human.

Finally, standing in front of them all, was a woman so beautiful, she could have easily been a supermodel. Her skin lacked the injuries and blemishes that the other girls had—both human and monster—and her blond hair had a luscious gloss worthy of a shampoo commercial. She wore a dress as well, an evening gown that practically glowed even in the dim light. None of the monsters wore clothes at all, except for some chains around their wrists and ankles. This woman lacked those. Even comparing with the humans, not a single one wore a garment that could stand up to the dress’ radiance. Except… it all looked fake. Alyssa couldn’t pick out one thing in specific. The hair was just a hint too glossy, the skin too perfect, the dress too expensive. If any one of them were on their own, she might not look at it twice. As it was, it niggled at something in the back of her mind.

Pushing the thought aside—though if it was magic, she definitely wanted to speak with the beautiful woman later—Alyssa focused on the room as a whole.

“Svotty is dead.”

Alyssa glanced around the room, looking for reactions. Overall, everyone was far more subdued than she had expected. The guards weren’t surprised in the slightest, confirming her thought that they already knew. The girls, the human ones, managed to look even more uncertain than they had been before. They glanced between themselves, murmuring softly to one another too quiet for Alyssa to hear. As for the monsters, they barely reacted at all. The elf’s ears perked up ever so slightly. But the bee’s inhuman face was impossible to read and the lizard just continued staring.

“I took objection to being sold into his company. I expect you all share a similar sentiment, as such, you’re free to go.” She only needed one or two to stay behind to answer questions. Or rather, she could just follow the women out when they left and ask a few questions then. Or not. Not if she wanted to find whatever stash of cash was sure to be in this place. But she couldn’t tell them to stay behind now, not after telling them they were free. Turning her head to the group of guards, she narrowed her eyes and continued on. “If you try to stop them, I’ll be exceedingly displeased.” Alyssa waited for a moment. No one moved. Did they not understand—

“Go where?” one woman said. A taller one standing in the front, wearing proper if skimpy clothing.

“Home. To your family, friends, or…” Alyssa trailed off. A heavy air had settled about the group of prostitutes. It didn’t take much to read their expressions. “Do none of you have homes? Parents? Anything?”

The lack of response was more than enough in and of itself. If only it stayed that way.

A girl—a young girl, far too young for a place like this—started crying. She clutched at the hem of her frilly dress. “M-My father left me here.”

The taller one knelt, rubbing her hand on the younger girl’s back. “Sold her,” she said, bluntly. “Most of us are in the same situation. Whether we were kidnapped or sold, we don’t have anywhere to go.” There was a slight pause as she looked back over her shoulder, as if checking that no one would contradict her, before she turned back to Alyssa. “You might think you’ve done us a kindness, but Svotty gave us shelter and food.”

Alyssa stared, stunned. If it was just the one woman, she might have considered her an exception. But several of the others nodded along like they agreed. No one argued against it. She could hardly believe it. They wanted to go back to prostituting themselves out? That just didn’t… make sense. At all. How could they not have anywhere to go? What had they been doing before coming here? Apparently being sold by their parents. But that surely wasn’t the case for all of them. Hadn’t the city guards mentioned someone getting kidnapped?

Her plan was already falling apart. This wasn’t the grateful thanks she had expected. Just the opposite. She had taken away the guards’ employer and the working girls’ meal ticket. Not in a million years could Alyssa imagine wanting to whore herself out. Even if she lost everything she had on her, even if her house exploded, she would try hard to find real work long before working in a place like this. Especially because… did these girls even get paid? Were they allowed outside? Days off? Doubtful.

A movement in the corner of Alyssa’s vision had her turning to the other group in the room. The monsters. “And what of you lot? You haven’t said anything. What do you…” A thought occurred to her. “Do any of you speak? Can you understand me?”

They definitely understood her. The elf’s brow furrowed while the beautiful woman’s elegant smile turned to a fanciful frown. Though the lizard just continued her vacant stare and the bee-girl’s antennae twitched. All of them, Alyssa noted, had souls. Smaller than human souls with the possible exception of Cid’s rat, but souls nonetheless. The lizard girl had some kind of red and black salamander. It was the smallest of the lot. Bee-girl had a bee, large but insectoid instead of humanoid. The elf had a simple ball of light. There might have been a face in the ball, but it was the first soul she had seen that wasn’t an animal in some form or other. Well, hers and the beautiful woman, depending on the definition of animal. The woman had a human, nude but completely androgynous, hovering just over her left shoulder. It was the largest in the room, but still quite small.

Looking around, she couldn’t help but notice that everyone’s souls were small compared to many she had seen on the streets. The guards’ souls were larger than those of the prostitutes on average. The girl with welts on her legs and sides had the smallest soul. A little greyish black snake with an obsidian-black mouth. It was only slightly larger than the lizard girl’s soul. Was there some correlation between them both being reptilian? Or maybe size. What did that mean for Irulon, who had a reptilian dragon that was the size of an already large room?

“We most certainly can speak, thank you very much.”

Alyssa turned back to the beautiful woman. Her glance around the room had probably looked like she had been visually asking the others if the monsters could speak. Not exactly the most polite thing to do, she supposed. Not wanting to offend a potential magic user, Alyssa nodded her head. “I apologize. The only…” Was monster a derogatory term? “Nonhuman that I have spoken with didn’t speak so much as she trilled, chirped, and tweeted.”

That got a reaction from near everyone in the room. Though this time, the reactions weren’t split between three camps, but only two. Human and monster. Given that there were so many humans, their reactions did vary. Mostly between narrow-eyed suspicion, disgust, and deep scowling. The monsters, those whose expressions Alyssa could read, looked more thoughtful than angry. Eyebrows rose and eyes softened.

Pretending she hadn’t noticed, Alyssa ignored it all. “Judging by your companions’ chains, I assume they are not here because they want to be.”

“Not at all,” the woman said with a smile. “Some clientele had more exotic tastes. Svotty went to great effort to satiate those tastes.”

“Depraved tastes!” one of the prostitutes shouted, though Alyssa didn’t catch which.

But the woman nodded her head. “Ufu~ Indeed. So depraved that they didn’t bother having sex half the time. Instead, they would choose to indulge in the pleasure of violence.”

That explained their wounds. Probably the vacant gaze of the lizard as well. Harpies stealing sheep seemed like a perfectly reasonable thing to be angry over. But monsters in general seemed universally despised. Was there some history behind that? Something that the monsters did to humans? Or was it simple racism? The Fortress of Pandora had to have something to do with it. Looking it up was a lower priority, but definitely something to add to her list.

“What are you?” Alyssa couldn’t help but ask. “You look human, but you aren’t. I can tell that much.”

Covering her mouth with the back of her hand, the woman giggled. “I’m whatever you want me to be.”

“She’s a mimic.” The guard who had been shot but not in the leg stood up. A shorter, stockier fellow. He had a round face, but piercing eyes as he glared at the so-called mimic. “She turns into whatever she wants. Tries to kill people by becoming their pillows or teacups!” Ah. There must be some history there.

The mimic just giggled again, not even bothering to deny the accusations.

“Then why keep her around? Shouldn’t you punish such behavior at least?”

“W-Well, mimics are weak. None of her attempts succeeded. A-and… she’s the most popular girl by far.”

Blinking her eyes, Alyssa felt her face heat up as she realized the connotations behind the mimic’s ability. Being able to turn from a beautiful woman to a teacup and, presumably, anything in-between would garner much popularity at a brothel. “With such an ability, surely you could have escaped at any time.”

“And leave behind my sisters to the tender mercies of you humans?” Ah. Apparently the hate did go both ways. The way she said humans dripped with unbridled loathing. “We can’t just walk out either, even if you say we’re free to go.” Her fingers crawled along the bee-girl’s shoulders, drawing her into a one armed hug. “Can you imagine her trying to go outside? She’d be lynched not ten steps away from the door.”

This world was beyond screwed up. Bad things existed on Earth. Human trafficking and forced prostitution among those bad things, even if Alyssa had never known about any specific cases of either. But when people on Earth were saved from such situations, they weren’t left to rot in the streets—or lynched in the streets—they were given help. Probably.

Right?

It was doubtful that the same would be true here.

Alyssa rubbed at her forehead. She still had a headache and the haze in the air didn’t help matters. “So either none of you want to leave or none of you can leave.” Ugh. What a mess. “Fine. If anyone wants to leave, I won’t stop them and I won’t let anyone else stop them,” she said with a pointed look to the group of guards. “For everyone else, you are free to stay. Svotty may be dead but I’m sure you can figure out how to collect money in return for your… services on your own.” She had a sinking feeling that one of the guards would browbeat his way into Svotty’s position, but Alyssa wasn’t going to babysit them. She had given them an opportunity. Most of the prostitutes were adults. They could make their own decisions. If they thought life would be better here, who was she to convince them otherwise. For all Alyssa knew, this was a decent life—she still lacked so much knowledge about this world.

The younger girls, she felt a bit bad about. But it wasn’t like she had the capability to care for someone else. She was still trying to get herself situated.

Though Alyssa couldn’t just leave. Not yet. She was completely out of money. Her coming here had been supposed to be a business deal. Selling her cloak should have bought her a little more time with money. She couldn’t leave without finding at least a fistful of coins. There would almost certainly be some cash in Svotty’s office. “I’ll remain here for a few minutes while I tend to some matters of my own, so you may take that time to decide whether you truly want to stay or not. After then, I’ll leave. Everything will be up to you at that point.”

Turning on her heel, Alyssa flinched. She had forgotten that Bacco was standing so close. Thankfully for her pride, Bacco jumped, stumbled back, and made plenty of space for her to move. She sighed, but couldn’t help but feel that this was more her fault than anything else. Cid and Bacco had given her plenty of chances to run off on her own. Even knowing that they weren’t upstanding people, she had still followed them into such a hive of scum and villainy.

Finding an inn on the other side of the city might be a good idea. The east side of the city was far nicer than around here. And it had the Observatorium in close proximity. She needed a safe place to leave her pack and to find some clothing that matched the local attire. Something simple. For anything that needed something fancy, such as the Observatorium, she could probably wear one of the dresses she had brought from home. After that, blending in with the populace shouldn’t be too difficult.

Shaking her head, she started toward the stairs, but paused again. Looking over her shoulder, she couldn’t help but frown. The elf had perked up when she had mentioned Svotty’s demise. There was no way that a bunch of monsters, who had almost certainly been kidnapped from their homes, wherever those were, wanted to stick around as literal slaves forced to have sex with humans.

An idea popped into her head. Was it a good idea? Time would have to tell. But she would try one more time to help the people here. Some of them, at least. And, at the very least, she might get some information out of this mess after all.

“Mimic. Would you and the other three meet me downstairs? I have a few questions I would like to ask you before I leave.”

“Questions? Ufu~ I wonder what that could be about.”

“Follow me and find out. I’m not forcing you to answer anything. It’s your choice.”

The mimic giggled again, covering her mouth with the back of her hand. “I haven’t had a choice in much of anything for a long while. Allow me to discuss with the others. Perhaps we’ll take you up on your proposition.”

“Good,” Alyssa said with a nod of her head. Without another word, she turned and headed back down to Svotty’s office. She had some looting to do.

            

    
        007.003 Real Monsters - Meet and Greet

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa closed the door to Svotty’s office, stepped over one body, moved to the desk, and sighed. Was it a bad sign that she didn’t feel ill anymore? When she had killed the two in her home, she had felt queasy. Not just queasy, but she had actually thrown up. Now, even looking at the mangled body lying on the floor, Alyssa didn’t feel much but exhaustion. She had had a bit of stomach churning ten minutes ago before Tenebrael had shown herself. Now? Nothing.

Things had gotten out of hand.

So drastically far out of hand that, even though she had experienced every moment of it, she had no clue how she wound up where she was.

Too much acting. Too much bluffing. It was exhausting. All she had wanted with her evening was to sit around the inn and test out some magic. Now here she was, sitting in the basement of a brothel whose proprietor she had murdered. Murder? Was it actually murder? She hadn’t been in immediate danger, but keeping herself from being sold surely counted as self defense. Or was it all semantics. Did this world—This city have self defense laws?

Her list of things to learn was drastically exploding to an unreasonable size.

Shaking her head, Alyssa knelt down and quashed her feelings of guilt. Not guilt over killing him, but of what she was about to do. Svotty wasn’t here. Just a body. Tenebrael had taken his soul, something she could confirm just by looking around for the large pig. He was well and truly gone and she couldn’t afford to let his affluence go to waste. Patting down his body, she quickly found something. A brown pouch. Two flat pieces of some kind of leather stitched together to make a purse. It clanked as she picked it up. Looking inside, she smiled. Coins jangled together within. The same bar-like money that she had received from Yzhemal, though there was far more than she had been paid. Several of the coins were flat gold pieces. Altus, if she remembered correctly. Lots of silver medi and a handful of bronze prav.

At least that was something. She still had only a vague idea of the value of this world’s money, but it should get her a single room in a moderately well-off inn on the other side of the city. But there was probably more in the room. If the working girls were really going to stay and carry on their same job, they would probably need funds to keep going. But there was probably more elsewhere in the brothel. The day’s earnings probably wouldn’t be down here. They could use that. With her guilt further assuaged, Alyssa pulled open the drawers of the desk.

But had to pause as someone knocked on the door.

The sudden sound, even as light and dainty as it was, made Alyssa jump. It actually took her a moment to realize just who was likely on the other side of the door. Once she did, she wasn’t sure if she tried to calm down, but couldn’t help the thin layer of sweat from forming on the palms of her hands.

With the chair still pinned under Svotty’s body, Alyssa just sat on the edge of the desk, shotgun lowered but ready, just in case. “Come in,” she said.

The beautiful woman—the mimic stepped into the room. She paused at the body in the doorway, looking down at it and giggling ever so softly. Careful to step over it, she moved over to just in front of Alyssa. The other three followed her in. The elf, the bee, and the lizard. They lined up in front of the desk, keeping a fair distance from Alyssa, thankfully. Not that she was nervous, but… well, she might be a little nervous. The lizard looked weak with her scrawny arms and blunted claws, but the bee somewhat unnerved Alyssa. Though Alyssa noted that the elf had her hands on the lizard’s arms, leading her along.

“First, before anything else, I’d like to say that if I say something that offends you, I’m sorry. It isn’t my intention. The only monster I have ever interacted with was an injured harpy a few weeks ago.”

“My my, how civilized for a human.”

“I’m Alyssa,” she said, choosing not to respond to the mimic’s minor barb. Being monsters who had been slaves—sexual slaves at that—to a human, they probably weren’t overly fond of her in general. And that wasn’t even taking into account whatever it was that had people and monsters hating each other. “You are..?”

“Ufufu~ Call me Kasita.”

“Kasita. I’ll remember that,” she said as she turned to the elf. “And you?”

“E-Enrique.”

“Enrique,” Alyssa said, repeating the name for a bit of affirmation. She almost told the elf that it was a good name, but stopped herself. What if it was a human given name? Or what if it meant something in some other language? Best to remain silent and play it safe. Turning to the bee-girl, Alyssa hesitated. “Can you speak?” With a mouth that looked like it needed hinges to open, she wasn’t actually sure that the bee could talk. She hadn’t so far either in this room or back in the larger room.

The wings twitched a little, as did the lone antennae. “Can. Speak.”

Alyssa jumped in her seat, eliciting another giggle from Kasita. Ignoring it, she focused on the words. They were… stilted. But sounded like… When Alyssa had been a child, her family had a large floor fan. She and her brother quickly learned that if they talked into it, their words came out all chopped up. Hearing it from the bee-girl wasn’t scary, just unexpected.

“Name. Pho.”

As with the others, Alyssa repeated the name. “Pho. I apologize if your name also includes the vibration. My throat can’t make that noise.”

“Un. Necess. Essary.”

“Good to know.” With another nod, Alyssa looked to the final person in the room. Unfortunately, the lizard didn’t make a move to respond. Was she even aware of what was going on around her?

“Rizk,” Kasita supplied. Her smile turned to a frown, but it didn’t do so the normal way. There was a slight flicker around her mouth, not unlike a television with momentary poor reception. In one instant, she smiled. The next, she frowned. “Poor girl. She used to be so full of fire.”

“Is she alright?” Alyssa asked with a nod toward the lizard—Rizk. She already knew the answer. No one who acted like that was alright. At least not a human. Maybe it was normal for a lizard. Probably not, though.

“Regrettably, no. The years here have not been kind to her. She has been beaten down and broken.”

A deep scowl crossed Alyssa’s face. “Will she recover? Can she recover?”

The mimic hummed in thought, glancing back over her shoulder. “Perhaps if… exposure to you humans were minimized, her mental health might improve.”

Alyssa nodded. As she did, her eyes flicked to the heavy chains around the arms of three of the four in front of her. Since they weren’t attached to anything, they had to be more symbolic than useful. Maybe they were somehow magical, but they looked entirely mundane. Like something one would use to secure a heavy load to a truck. “Can those be removed? I can’t imagine they’re helping her state.”

“Her bindings?” That was the elf. Her voice was deeper than Alyssa had expected, but smooth. She stepped forward, eyes wide. “You’ll remove them? M-Mine too?”

Nodding again, Alyssa held out her hand. “Let me see?”

The elf hesitated for a moment, drawing her hand to her chest. Patiently, Alyssa remained as she was, offering what she hoped was an encouraging smile. It worked. The elf took another step forward and slowly stretched out her hand.

The chain was heavy. Extraordinarily so. A few metal links dangled from the main manacle. Just those weighed half as much as a bowling ball. And the lizard had several more links on each chain than the elf. The bee, Pho, had only the cuffs around her thin limbs, no links, but the cuffs were probably weighty on their own. Yet they all moved around like it was nothing. Maybe a little sluggish, but not even half as much as Alyssa would if she had been forced into those things. How strong were these monsters? Had they started out this strong? Or had carrying this weight made them stronger?

A chill ran down her spine. Just a slight shudder down to her toes at what these four might be capable of unfettered. As bad as she felt about their chains, it was almost a relief to note that she wouldn’t be able to open the manacles.

“Looks like this needs a key. I didn’t exactly have a chance to ask Svotty where he kept valuable things before I killed him, so unless you know…” Alyssa trailed off at the elf’s expression. It was like a grown adult who moved into their own apartment only for them to find out that Santa wasn’t real when no presents appeared under their Christmas tree. And also got a phone call five minutes later saying that their parents had died in a horrific accident. “I’ll look for it,” Alyssa said, moving back around the desk. “It’s probably here somewhere. Unless…” Again, she paused before she could rummage through the desk, looking up to the mimic. “You can turn into anything?”

The mimic quirked an eyebrow. “You’re odd for a human. Promising to remove our bindings? Speaking cordially? Helping us?”

“I dislike slavery. The humans upstairs said that they wanted to stay. If they don’t leave, I’m not going to let myself lose sleep over it. But you didn’t say that you wanted to stay. You said that you couldn’t leave. I don’t like that.”

“So it is pity then?”

“It’s help. I don’t know if you want to accept it. Maybe not. My plan might get us all killed for all I know. I’ll ask you all what you think before.” Well, if it looked like it would come to that, she would probably abandon the monsters without hesitation. She had a feeling that Tenebrael, as much as that angel liked her messing with the book, wouldn’t hesitate to eat her soul if she did end up dying.

Now that she was considering it, she couldn’t see the monsters’ souls anymore. None of them had any caricatures hovering around them. The spell must have worn off.

Shaking her head, Alyssa focused on the mimic in front of her. “Before that, however, you can turn into a teacup? Or anything? Can’t you turn into a key?”

“Ah, well, unfortunately, I can’t turn into something I haven’t seen before.”

“And Svotty was careful to keep the key out of your sight.” That explained why she lacked the manacles that the others had. That and her apparent weakness. And, if she could turn into a teacup, she would presumably be able to escape from any chains, but so long as she never saw the key, she wouldn’t be able to free her comrades. “But… I am a possibility?” Alyssa couldn’t help but ask. She was curious to see the mimic’s abilities in action.

Instead of responding, a shimmer crossed over her form. Her alabaster skin darkened to a moderate tan and her golden hair dulled and browned. The shape of her body shifted as well. Muscles grew over her lean and lithe form as she grew an extra inch or two. Her frankly absurd chest shrank down to a far more reasonable size. For a few moments, she continued wearing her sleeveless evening dress. Alyssa made special note of one difference. Where Alyssa had a series of tribal tattoos running from her shoulder down to her elbow, the mimic’s arms remained bare. That area quickly became covered as her dress stretched out into Alyssa’s long sleeved shirt.

Soon enough, Alyssa had a mirror standing before her. The whole process took only a few seconds. Thirty, tops. But the more she stared at herself, the more Alyssa felt unnerved. It was just a subtle drop in her stomach like a roller coaster dipping. The problem was that it was just like looking in a mirror. Her hair was slightly longer on her left side—by design, not accident—but the mimic’s hair was longer on the right side. It got even worse when the mimic started inspecting her body. She ran her hands over her face, chest, back… The simple curiosity on her face—Alyssa’s face—as she cupped her butt actually made Alyssa shudder.

“You have a nice body. Stronger than I expected.”

Which raised the question of how the mimic knew what her musculature was like while not knowing about the tattoo. A mistake? Or maybe there were some nuances to the magic that Alyssa didn’t understand.

But hearing her own voice speak only compounded the unnerving problem. “This is a lot stranger than I thought it would be. And, ugh, is my hair really that bad?” Alyssa ran her own fingers through her own hair, grimacing at the feel of grease. “I need a shower.”

“Ufu~ Indeed.”

Alyssa did not giggle like that. Hearing herself do so… she shuddered. In doing so, she blinked. “I don’t suppose you would be willing to return to normal.” In the one second that she had her eyes closed, Kasita reverted to her normal form. “Thank you. That was much faster going back.”

“I am quite used to this shape. Men find it pleasing. Easier to twist around my fingers.”

“Right.” Looking away from the monster, Alyssa focused on the group as a whole. Only half focused. At the same time, she started pulling open desk drawers. Ostensibly, she was looking for the key to their manacles. And, despite her momentary concerns about their strength, she would hand it over without hesitation should she come across it. However, she hadn’t had a chance to search the desk for herself yet. If she found something else that looked valuable, useful, or simply interesting that wouldn’t be obvious as having been Svotty’s, she wouldn’t hesitate to pocket it.

“My plan,” Alyssa continued, “is to walk you out of the city. Nice and simple.” Was incense valuable? Probably. Unless it was illegal. Were certain drugs illegal? There was so much that probably counted as common knowledge for other people that she just didn’t know. But spotting another, much larger bag of money, she couldn’t help but smile. That would be handy. She doubted that she would be considered wealthy, but she should be able to buy time to get situated in the city.

“Walk us out? How—Ah… I see.”

“Yep. If anyone has a problem with you, I’ll just tell them that you’re slaves I’m selling to some magical researcher outside the city.” Would that work? Honestly, she wasn’t sure. She had seen a few elves around, in chains of course. If there were laws about taking them in and out of the city that she didn’t know about, there would be hiccups.

Though, now that she thought about it, the mimic could pretend to be a human and walk the others out. No need for Alyssa to get involved at all. As soon as she realized that, she looked to Kasita. “Or, could you walk the others out? Pretend to be a human slave owner? I’m sure the others would be more comfortable with you rather than another human calling them slaves.”

The elf nodded twice, not hiding her eagerness for the revised plan in the slightest. But Kasita giggled again. “That could be possible.”

“I’m sensing a but…”

“But, while I might be able to walk out, that’s only because you humans rarely look twice at one another. Rarely being the key word. There remains a slight chance that they check to see if I am one. Which, as you might expect, wouldn’t be fun for us.”

“There are ways to do that?”

“A few monsters, such as myself, can disguise themselves as human. There are a handful of spells that were designed to reveal such creatures.”

Alyssa nodded. That made sense. If there was some sort of war between humans and monsters, weeding out infiltrators would be an imperative. “My original plan then, unless you see something wrong with that as well?”

“Ufufu~ You would know more about human reactions to your plan than I would.”

“You would be surprised,” Alyssa mumbled as she pulled open a second drawer. There was a notebook inside, some kind of ledger. It had long lists of names followed by numbers that were presumably dates and monetary amounts. Whether that was money spent or money owed, she didn’t know. Whatever the case, she snapped the book shut and tucked it back where she had found it. The names meant nothing to her and it could tie her back to Svotty. Though, in replacing it, she found something a little more immediately useful.

“Keys!” Her exclamation got everyone to look up. Even Rizk turned her eyes to Alyssa’s direction, even if she didn’t react much beyond that. There was a large iron ring with a whole set of keys attached to it. The keys weren’t modern. Each one looked like the stereotypical old-fashioned key common to cartoons or movies. Apparently there was one thing Hollywood got right. Two of them were overly large. They wouldn’t fit in the relatively tiny manacles. Door keys, perhaps. However, one looked just right. The shade of the iron even matched the metal around their wrists. “Enrique, we’ll find out if this is the right key if you would be so kind as to lend me your wrist.”

This time, the elf didn’t hesitate in the slightest as she practically threw her arm in Alyssa’s face. Her overexcited stare was tempered with a giddy sort of nervousness as she eyed the key. The whole room, even Kasita, went utterly silent as Alyssa placed the key to the keyhole. It fit. A good sign. When she turned the key, a loud click shattered the silence. Enrique stared at her wrist in complete disbelief as the manacle fell from her wrist and landed with a thud against the desk.

“It’s off.” Her voice was a whisper. Barely loud enough for Alyssa to hear from only an arm’s length away. Water welled in her eyes. After a few blinks, she started crying.

Alyssa actually felt a pang of guilt. When she had first realized just how strong the elf had to be, she had thought for just an instant that it would be better to leave them chained up. Seeing just how happy the elf was almost made Alyssa cry a little as well.

Almost. She wasn’t that sentimental a person.

But it made what she had to say next all the worse. “Unfortunately,” Alyssa said slow and soft, “we should probably leave them on.”

“Wha… What?” She blinked twice, further pushing tears out of her eyes, before her gaze hardened. “What do you mean?”

“She’s right.”

Thank you Kasita, Alyssa thought as the mimic came to her defense.

“If we’re to pose as slaves to get out of the city, we need to look the part. Luckily, that isn’t too hard. We have a lot of experience.” As she spoke, identical manacles formed around Kasita’s wrists. That wasn’t the only change. Her glossy golden hair shimmered and vanished as white curly fluff started growing out of her head. Her dress and body underwent a similar change. Soon enough, except her humanoid face and her hands and feet which became hooves, she was covered in a thick wool. Her eyes, which had been normal human eyes, remained mostly the same except for the pupils. The black spots widened to long horizontal bars.

“You are a sheep,” Alyssa blurted out.

“Ufu~ Indeed. A human might wonder why you’re headed out of the city to sell someone who looks human. Selling another monster? They’ll be glad to see us go.”

Frowning, Alyssa glanced between the four monsters in front of her. Why did they all look so human? Even with the wool fur, the scales, or the bee’s wings and abdomen, they all had the silhouette of a human. From even a mild distance, she could easily have mistaken them for normal people. Back home, none of them would have looked out of place at the local comic and costume conventions.

There were some extenuating factors. This was a brothel. A brothel that catered to humans, presumably. The people who had captured or sold these monsters wouldn’t have sold a truly monstrous monster to a brothel. They needed to be appealing to human men. The harpy had been much the same as well, but the harpy was a classical monster that looked roughly how Alyssa expected one to look. She hadn’t even thought twice over its appearance. Did all monsters look like a jumble of human and animal parts?

Well, no. Enrique was an elf. Tall, slender, very Tolkien. And Kasita… probably didn’t look like an unearthly beautiful woman in whatever her natural state was. Alyssa was almost afraid to ask what that form was. Maybe after they left the city and were about to part ways, she could ask. For now, she would let her be.

“Enrique. I’ll tell you what. You can hold onto the key. That way, you know that you can take off your manacles whenever you want. Though…” They were all naked. The chained elves she had seen earlier had been wearing clothing. Not anything exquisite, but clothes nonetheless. Enrique wouldn’t be able to hold the keys if she were nude—were there laws against public nudity? “Are there some rags we can have you all wear? I don’t think marching you around the city naked would be the best idea.”

“There certainly are. If you are ready to depart, I’ll show you where. Ufu~ I must admit, I am a little excited to get out of here.”

Alyssa nodded, looking around. She hadn’t fully searched the desk, but she got a few bags of money and really, what else would there be that was valuable? And she should leave something for the women who were staying, even if she thought they were idiots for doing so. Pulling the purple cloak from her backpack, she squeezed it into one of the desk drawers. Maybe it wasn’t the best gift. Oh well. She had nothing else she was willing to give at the moment. Besides, she really didn’t want to stay longer than necessary. Alyssa did pick up the three empty shotgun shells that were lying on the floor. No real reason why. They were useless to her now. It wasn’t like they could be reused. But they were hard evidence that she had been here. No one else in the entire world would have a shotgun.

Though, now that she thought about it, the shot embedded in the bodies might be telling as well. Nothing she could do about that though.

“Alright.” Alyssa held out the keys for Enrique to take. All of them. If there was some locked door, whoever remained would just have to break it down.

The elf stared for a moment before taking the keys in an almost reverent manner. “Thank you.”

Before Enrique could break down crying again, Alyssa smiled. “Let’s get out of here, shall we?”

            

    
        007.004 Real Monsters - Escape from Lyria

    
    
    
    
                The stares were the worst. Alyssa couldn’t remember a single point in her life where she had been more nervous. Not even her home being robbed and her killing those two men had rattled her quite so much—she had been pumped so full of adrenaline that she hadn’t really had the wherewithal to be nervous. Here, walking down the streets of Lyria, it was all she could do to put one foot in front of the other over and over again. And that was even with most of the stares directed behind her.

Four monsters followed just behind Alyssa in pairs, pulled along by a rope. On Kasita’s suggestion, they had looped a rope through the chains of each of the girls. Just to reinforce the impression that none of them were being towed along willingly. Not that Alyssa was too worried about that. Enrique had actually broken down in tears when they reattached her one manacle and she hadn’t stopped crying since, even with the keys tucked under her… clothes, if they could be called that. All the monsters were wearing what looked like burlap potato sacks.

Thankfully, they didn’t have far to go. With the Waterhole being close to the eastern edge of the city, Alyssa had feared that they would have to march through the entire thing just to get back to the southern entrance that she had used. Enrique presented an alternate exit. There was more than one way into and out of the city. Because of course there was. Even if it had a wall around it, they would have multiple gates. When Enrique had been first brought to the Waterhole, her captors had used an entrance not far away. Kasita and Pho had been brought in using a covered wagon, so neither had much of a directional reference.

But just because the entrance was close didn’t mean that they weren’t passing by dozens of people. Every single one of whom could not keep their eyes to themselves. None had run off screaming for guards so far, so she might be worried for nothing. The looks they gave her weren’t kindly. After passing by the first few people, she had thought a mob might form.

“Just act natural,” Kasita whispered. “Take it from a master of blending in, no one thinks twice if you look like you know what you’re doing.”

“I know that,” Alyssa hissed back. She had used that principle plenty of times since arriving in this world. The problem wasn’t that. It was that even if she was a native to this world actually selling slaves, she might still get herself stabbed in the streets along with the monsters. “Where does the hostility come from? What did monsters and humans do to each other?”

Alyssa kept walking for a moment, but Kasita didn’t respond. Was someone watching them a little too closely? The street wasn’t even a quarter as populated as the street around the Observatorium had been. Both here and there combined wouldn’t be able to match the amount of people in the market just beyond the city gates that she had passed through on her first day. Nobody was close. The nearest person at the moment was leaning against a wall, chewing on something black and tar-like as he eyed them. With her walking straight down the middle of the street, there was a fair distance between them. Kasita could easily whisper without being overheard. Chancing a glance around just to see if someone was following them, she just about tripped over her own legs as she found all four of the monsters staring at her. Even Rizk.

“What? What is it?” Alyssa said after walking forward another dozen steps.

“Con. Fused. Not. Know?”

“Ufu~ And here I thought you were some sympathizer, but you’re truly naive, aren’t you.”

“I’m not from around this area, alright?”

“Just how large is ‘this area’ to you?”

“Let me put it this way, until two weeks ago, I had never heard of Lyria. Since it’s apparently the largest and most beautiful city around, that should tell you something.”

“Ufufu~” Kasita’s giggle was really starting to grind. “There used to be far more grandiose human cities. You’ve at least heard of the Fortress of Pandora, have you not?”

“Again, not before two weeks ago.”

“Really? Just where did you come from, I wonder.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together, but didn’t say anything. A small group of people, staring at them, were seated just outside a rundown shack. Each one had a wooden tankard. Alcohol? Most likely. They were a bit red in the faces. One of them stood. Alyssa tensed, gripping her fully reloaded shotgun tight in her grip. Using it, however, would not be much of an option. Killing a man in the basement of a whorehouse with no one but criminals around was one thing. Doing the same on an open street to a random drunk would almost surely see her arrested.

The man walked… or rather, the man staggered right up to Alyssa. But he didn’t stop there. He wobbled right past and stopped in front of Rizk. “I know you,” he said with a definite slur in his voice. Drunk for sure. His lips split into a grin missing a few teeth, but with still better dental care than Cid had. “Hows about we head inside? Have a little fun?” He reached out. The poor lizard girl flinched back as if she were about to be struck, but he just grabbed hold of her chest.

Barely believing what she was seeing, in broad daylight no less, Alyssa slung her shotgun over her shoulder. She gripped the man’s wrist, pinned his arm behind his back, and forced him to his knees. “Do not touch my property again.”

He didn’t have much to say in response except a muttered, “Ouch, ouch, ouch.” She wasn’t even pinning him back all that hard. Upon releasing him, he fell face first into the hard dirt road. Alyssa shuddered. The way he just laid there, unmoving… but no, he was breathing. His neck wasn’t broken. He was just drunk. It wasn’t even nighttime, though it was getting close, yet people were already drinking too much.

Turning around, Alyssa set her face into a deep scowl. The other two men had gotten to their feet. Right. Because of course his buddies would come to his defense. Rather than draw her gun, which wouldn’t do anything to scare them off, she reached back to one of the pockets of her backpack and pulled out a card. A spell card. Which spell, she didn’t know. They were all together in the same pocket. Probably a light spell as they were the most numerous cards she had from Aziz’s collection. Whatever it was didn’t matter. Holding it between her fingers, she flashed just enough of the front toward the two men for them to see that there was a design on the front but not long enough for them to know for sure what that design was. It helped that they were drunk and probably weren’t knowledgeable about magic in the first place.

It worked. Both stopped in their tracks. “Pick up your friend,” she said through grit teeth. “Get out of here and do something productive with your lives.”

They didn’t move. Neither to their friend nor to assault her, the latter of which Alyssa was not complaining about. Giving them a cocky smirk, she slowly lowered the spell card. Once sure that they weren’t going to make a move at her, Alyssa gave a light tug on the rope. “Let’s go,” she said to the monsters. Not a one said a word, though Enrique did make a few whimpers. Alyssa wanted to apologize to her, but a proper slave owner would probably berate her crying. In the end, she stayed silent.

Continuing on, Alyssa walked in a solemn sort of silence. She didn’t like this. This whole world. What did the Pharaoh do all day? Even discounting the monsters, should he not be protecting his citizens? Why was it even possible for someone to be accosted and potentially kidnapped not ten minutes after entering the city? Why were there girls who were abused and wanted to stay in that abuse just to continue living? A ruler was supposed to protect their people from both external and internal threats.

Sure, maybe Earth wasn’t perfect. It’s history had probably been a lot like this. Monsters excepted. But reading about ancient history and actually experiencing it were two different things entirely. She was a modern woman from a first world country. Culture shock. That’s what it was. Maybe, if she actually cultivated a friendship with Irulon, she could suggest a few policies to implement. What policies? Who knew. That would be far off in all likelihood and wasn’t really related to her immediate goals. She would think about it if anything actually happened.

“The Fortress of Pandora is set on a narrow strip of land separating the human lands from a large desert.”

Alyssa blinked, glancing back at Kasita, but the mimic wasn’t even looking at her. She was staring up at the sky. Maybe at the rings. Maybe at the off-color moon barely visible in the light of day. She almost asked what the monster was talking about, only to realize that it must be an answer to her earlier question about monster-human relations. Continuing to walk, she remained quiet and listened.

“That desert wasn’t always as it is now. Humans used to live there in cities far larger and far grander than Lyria, surrounded by lush green forests, plains, rivers, mountains, jungles, and so on and so forth. Roughly two thousand years ago, monsters started appearing there. I don’t know how it was when the monsters first appeared, but it soon developed into a full-scale conflict between them and the humans.

“The humans call them the Monster Lords. A bit of a silly name, in my opinion, but that’s what has entered into the collective unconscious. We don’t really have a term for them. They’re just monsters. The original monsters were far more powerful and scary than monsters today. There were hundreds of them. Now? There are only four left.”

“Monsters live for two thousand years?” Alyssa asked, hating herself for interrupting, but it seemed a pertinent question.

“Some do,” Kasita said with a chain rattling shrug. “Enrique here will live about as long as a human. Rizk? She might see two centuries before dying of old age. But the Monster Lords… well… Occasional rumors will pop up about other survivors than just the four, but none have ever been confirmed.”

“What happened?” Alyssa asked after Kasita fell silent for a moment.

“The human king made a choice. He feared that the monsters would destroy the rest of humanity after ravaging his kingdom. When the Monster Lords marched on The First City—his city—they found the streets devoid of life. There were a handful of guards that tried to slow them down. Beyond that, everyone was dead. Killed by a single thin blade through the heart. A city with at least the population of Lyria, slaughtered. Sacrificed. They found the king seated on his throne, visage ragged and maniacal, holding a jewel encrusted dagger. Without a single word, he plunged it into his own chest.

“It destroyed the entire country. Monsters. Humans. Plants. Animals. Mountains. Whatever magic he unleashed rendered the land uninhabitable for a millennium. It has begun to recover, but the fact that the majority of the land is still a desert should tell you just how bad it was. Of course, monsters blame the humans and humans blame the monsters. Really, it was probably everyone’s fault, even if the king actually performed the magic in the end. Then again, I have a bit of a different perspective than most monsters because I can blend in so easily. I’ve lived in human towns just for fun and curiosity.”

Alyssa didn’t know what to say. A king killed and then effectively nuked his own people? Maybe even larger than a nuke. The bombs dropped in Japan had destroyed a city each, both of which had been rebuilt in the following years without too much trouble. Relatively speaking anyway. This king’s bomb turned a country into a desert for two thousand years? And the monsters… He couldn’t have done that lightly or without thought. He must have felt backed into a corner. Could they not have made peace? Kasita, at the very least, was highly intelligent. As far as she could tell, the same extended to Enrique and even Pho. Surely some of these Monster Lords were smart enough that they could have brokered for a ceasefire.

What had been Tenebrael’s role in it all? Surely the angel had known what was going on. Had she tried to stop it? Doubtful. She enjoyed eating souls too much. A genocide like that would have been a feast for her. But… then again… she had that book. A book that, as far as Alyssa understood it, foretold everyone’s exact time of death. It was a book that she had apparently never been able to change no matter what she did up until Alyssa came along. So had those people been destined to die anyway?

Maybe Alyssa would have to ask the next time the angel showed up.

But the monsters and humans… that had been two thousand years ago. Even with the genocide on both sides, it seemed like a long time to hold a grudge. Or… maybe it wasn’t such a long time. Alyssa deliberately kept herself from glancing back at Enrique. In Tolkien’s books, elves were effectively immortal. Apparently she wasn’t, but there could be plenty of monsters that had lengthy lifespans. Those Monster Lords, for instance.

“We’re almost there,” the elf said, her voice soft and slow.

Alyssa blinked. She hadn’t been paying proper attention to her surroundings. Sure enough, Enrique was right. They were now walking along the wall that surrounded the city. Only a few dozen paces ahead was a gate. Much smaller than the main gate she had used to get into the city. That one could have fit a pair of cars side by side. This one could maybe fit one, but it would be a tight squeeze for anything that wasn’t a compact car. Like the front gate, there were guards. Unlike the front, there was only one guy on the ground and one archer up on the wall. If this entrance got attacked, there was no way they could defend long enough for reinforcements to come along.

Who would attack? Monsters? Most of them would be south of the Fortress of Pandora, presumably. Other humans? Were there other nations? Alyssa needed to add geography lessons to her list of things to do. There was a desert north or the city. Not the desert. Just a desert. Beyond that? She didn’t even know if these people knew. Aziz’s map hadn’t extended that far north.

“Look… depressed. Or something. More depressed. You’re not free of this until we’re outside the city and the guards are out of sight.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together and set her face in stone, considering this hurdle. Hopefully the guards wouldn’t question her. They would. Almost assuredly. It was their job. In that case, she needed to look pissed off, irritated that she had to leave the city to sell these mangy monsters. With that in mind, she furrowed her brow just a bit and shifted her walk to be more… angry. Heavier footsteps.

Even though he was watching the other side of the wall, it didn’t take long for the archer guard to notice them walking up. He put his fingers to his lips and gave a sharp, high-pitched whistle. The lower guard, who looked like he was taking a nap as he leaned against the wall, shoved off and actually drew his sword. Looking outside the wall, he didn’t even spot Alyssa until the upper guard shouted down at him. The relief on his face was plain to see. Apparently there were enemies that worried the guards.

While the guard did let out a sigh upon seeing that the gate wasn’t being invaded, he did distinctly narrow his eyes as Alyssa and the monsters approached. His lips curled into a scowl. As soon as they were close enough for him to be heard without shouting, he said, “Just where do you think you’re going?”

“Selling these useless wastes of space.” Sorry everyone. “I’d appreciate if you didn’t hold me up longer than necessary. I’m already running late.”

“Wouldn’t it be better if you set off in the morning? It’s nearly dark.” As he spoke, he turned from Alyssa to look over the monsters. His eyes lingered on Enrique long enough to make the elf shift where she stood.

A chill tingled at Alyssa’s toes. Remembering the encounter on the way here, she realized that this guard could easily recognize three of the four monsters. After a long day standing out in the hot sun on a boring job, spending the evening in the company of women, drugs, food, and alcohol… He could visit the Waterhole every single night if he didn’t care about any illegalities going on. That was assuming that prostitution was illegal, which Alyssa somehow doubted.

Letting out a loud huff to draw attention back to her, Alyssa shook her head. “Don’t have far to go. Only an hour’s trip. Maybe two if these slaves slow me down. I just have to meet with a creepy old man a bit out of the city. Said his name was… Dumbledore.” Sorry J. K. Rowling. She leaned in close and lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I don’t have much pity for monsters, but this guy was really disgusting. I shudder to think what ‘experiments’ he has planned for them.”

The guard just hummed. It seemed like there wasn’t a problem leaving the city to sell slaves. For which Alyssa was grateful. At least, he hadn’t called for the other guards and, while his sword was still drawn, he held it in a loose grip at his side. But she didn’t like the way he was acting. Like the front gate guards, his helmet’s face plate was less of a plate and more of a wire mask. As such, it was plain to see that his eyes kept wandering over Alyssa’s shoulder to Enrique.

“How much?”

“I’m sorry?”

“How much are you selling them for?”

Alyssa mentally grimaced. Money matters. Her greatest weakness. A bit of porridge and bread could be purchased for one to three prav. A meal with meat was a medi with maybe a few prav thrown in depending on exactly what the meal was. The tailor who had lost his sheep to harpies in Teneville wanted one full altus for a wool cloak even though they were normally only around seven to ten medi. With six prav to a medi and eighteen medi to an altus… how much would a slave be worth? She had no other reference to monetary costs.

The answer came to her in only a moment of thought. “I’m not selling them to you, if that’s what you’re asking. Dumbledore already paid me twenty altus. I’ll be getting the rest on delivery. If I show up with less than he paid for, or don’t show up at all because you bought all four, then I’ll have to deal with him far more than I want. I already told you that this guy is disgusting and I will be minimizing contact as much as possible.” She glared for a moment before huffing and turning her head. “Now, if you’ll excuse me. I’d like to get there and back before it gets too late.”

With a light tug on the rope, she started walking again. The guard let her go this time without another word. Thankfully. If he tried to detain her, she didn’t know what she would have done. Killing a guard or even attacking one seemed like a surefire way to never be allowed back in, assuming she got away and wasn’t put to death. Running away with an overweight backpack on, even from a knight in heavy armor, didn’t seem feasible either. Not having to worry about it was the best option. A bit anti-climactic, but she had already had an exciting enough day as it was.

This exit from Lyria looked to be on the northern side. Fields of some kind of food continued out for a long distance, but it slowly faded out with a bend in the river that ran through the city. Desert extended further outward. Not the sand and dunes type of desert. There was plantlife out there. Sagebrush, mostly. Pulling out her binoculars, she scanned it over. There were actually a few buildings out there too. Nothing large. Single shacks. Residential homes? It didn’t seem like it, but they were too small to be guard watchposts.

A large dustcloud had kicked up into the air far on the horizon. Without her binoculars, she might have thought it was a mirage or other illusion. A sandstorm? Hopefully it was far enough off that it wouldn’t come her way before she got back into the city.

“Well,” Alyssa said, pocketing her binoculars. “We’re out. Sorry for anything I said that was rude. Have to keep up the facade.”

“Words. Un. Import. Ant… Out. Doors… Happy.”

“Can we take off these things yet?” Enrique said, rattling her chains. “I just really want them off.”

Glancing back, Alyssa frowned. They were still in sight of the city walls. She didn’t know if they had binoculars or some magic to replicate them. If she were a guard, she would definitely be keeping an eye on four of humanity’s enemies as they left the city. “Better wait until we’re completely out of sight. Just in case.”

Enrique nodded with a hefty sigh, but smiled. The first time Alyssa had seen her smile since taking her manacles off back in Svotty’s office. It was an alright smile, but really didn’t look like she had much practice with doing so. There was a strain in her lips that normal people didn’t possess. And judging by her words, Pho was happy as well.

It was a good feeling. Between killing four people, being thrust into another world, not understanding anything, and literal angels following her around, something as simple as helping people was a nice change of pace. Of course, she wasn’t just helping them carry their purchases to their car. She was helping them escape from slavery. Somewhat more of a profound helping than Alyssa was used to. Still, she had gotten information on monster-human history, and general history of this world. It wasn’t like she was doing it all for their sakes.

They kept their pace brisk as they moved away from the city. There were people in the fields, getting some work done before night fell for the day. A few passed them on the road, heading toward the city or maybe one of the little villages that had latched on to the exterior walls. Every single one stared. Not a one stopped or commented on her and the monsters. Most looked too exhausted to raise much of a fuss. Toiling out on the farm all day to feed a full city without machinery and vehicles had to be a tough job. There were some early industrial revolution machines that might help if she could find someone to make them. Things that didn’t need electricity. Steam power was another thing entirely, but how hard could it be to kick off an industrial revolution anyway? First, she just needed to teach people that they could light fires without magic.

No. No. Too many things on her list as it was. Until she crossed off a few of the items, she should try hard not to add more. Especially not anything that didn’t directly benefit herself. Sure, she might get rich. But that didn’t seem like an immediate get rich quick scheme. If she truly could use Rank Three spells, apparently there was some good money to be made casting spells for people who couldn’t. Unless she misunderstood something, that seemed a far more reliable way to make money if she needed.

Besides, it wasn’t like they desperately needed agricultural improvements. They managed to feed this city. Teneville hadn’t looked short on food either even with the festival in full swing. Maybe they used magic to help. Maybe they were merely agriculturally advanced. Either way, she didn’t need to go around looking for problems to solve. Not while she had so many of her own.

Speaking of her own problems…

Alyssa glanced back. The city walls were out of sight. No one was around them here on the road either. The last person to pass them had been a few minutes ago and nobody was in front of them. Like the road she had taken into the city, there were little glass jars with glowing lights inside them set up on wooden posts periodically. Beyond them, the fields started almost immediately. The closest field to the road was… corn? It was a bit hard to tell as the plants weren’t fully grown—it must be early in the season. Not being a farmer, she didn’t know most agricultural plants before they were fully grown. But they were tall. Tall enough that some monsters might be able to hide in them as they were making their getaway from the city.

“Do you guys think you’ll be able to escape safely from here?”

“Enrique is a druid. Nature is her domain. She’ll be able to lead everyone to safety.”

Alyssa raised an eyebrow. Now that she thought about it, she had been referring to Enrique as an elf mentally since the moment she saw her. Bacco had called them elves. But that could be common slang… Was she an elf? Did they call themselves druids? “Good.” Watching Enrique pull out the keys and fumble with them for a moment was a pretty sad sight. In her overeagerness, she missed the keyhole three times before dropping the keys entirely. Alyssa picked it up for her. “Allow me?” Grateful for the help, Enrique thrust her arm out. As Alyssa unlocked the first manacle, she asked, “Sorry if this is rude, but is druid a profession?”

“I uh… thought humans had druids too.” She glanced over to Kasita, looking for confirmation.

“They do, but she already admitted to being from somewhere far off. Perhaps they’re called something different where she’s from.” Kasita shimmered for an instant. When the shimmer ceased, she was back to her normal form. Or the first form Alyssa had seen her in. Given that she was a monster, human was probably not normal for her. “Druids are specialists in nature magic. It’s a bit different for humans. They have those papers with all the squiggly lines. But the effect is the same. They commune with nature, whether that be listening to the trees to locate and avoid pursuers, growing plants to entangle things in vines, or talking with squirrels to find their way through unfamiliar territory.”

“I see.” Alyssa finished with Enrique’s ankle chains and moved on to Pho. All the while, she just thought how strange that sounded. Talking to squirrels? Or trees? It was like a Disney movie. But Kasita didn’t look like she was joking around. She hadn’t even done one of her ufufu giggles. Enrique wasn’t contradicting her either, though she wasn’t paying much attention anymore either. With her manacles off, the elf was spinning around in some kind of dance with a wide, happy smile on her face.

Pho’s face didn’t change expressions. Given how stiff it looked, Alyssa wasn’t sure it could. But she had started buzzing. Her wings, ruined though they were, were twitching back and forth behind her back. Her hands and arms were much like her face. Hard. No squishy flesh to them. What Alyssa had thought were black gloves that ran up to her shoulders were her actual arms. Maybe Alyssa had been wrong earlier about monsters looking like humans. If it was only Pho’s silhouette, maybe. No one would mistake her for a human up close. “Thank,” she said as her manacles hit the ground.

Lastly, Rizk. The lizard girl was turning her slit-pupiled eyes around, looking far more aware of her surroundings than she had been back at the Waterhole. Gently, careful to not startle the poor and likely traumatized woman, Alyssa took her hand. She offered no resistance. When the manacle clicked loose and fell to the ground with a thud, her eyes snapped down to her wrist. She just stared at the vacant spot, unmoving, unblinking as Alyssa brought up her other hand.

The manacle clicked, falling from her wrist.

Before it hit the ground, something scaly wrapped around Alyssa’s throat. With a slight jerk, she found herself having to use the tips of her toes to keep touching the ground.

Alyssa’s blood ran cold as she stared into those slit pupils that were now looking directly at her. Her hands snapped up to Rizk’s wrist, trying to keep herself from being strangled. The lizard wasn’t squeezing, but she could easily start.

Kasita, sprouting scales on her arm, broke the eye contact with her hand. She placed a claw on the scaled outstretched arm. “Rizk. She helped us.”

“A human.” The voice was raspy and dry, like she had guzzled a glass of sand.

“Yes. A human that helped us. She undid your bindings. Look around you. We’re outside the city. You can go home. But you don’t have time. This is a human road. If any spot us, they’ll call for the guards and you’ll be killed. You’ll get Enrique killed. You’ll get Pho killed.” Kasita rested her own scaly hand on the blunted claws around Alyssa’s throat. With a featherlight touch, she started prying Rizk’s fingers away.

Alyssa fell to the ground, free from the claw’s grip, and landed on her butt. She scooted backward, taking in deep gasps of breath as she moved. Her throat still hadn’t been squeezed, but there was something about having a noose around her neck that made her appreciate fresh air all the more.

Rizk had completely forgotten about her. She reached down, gripping the latch of her ankle manacles with both hands. The iron snapped in her grip with only a slight strain. Completely free from her bindings, she tore the burlap sack off her chest, looked both ways up and down the road, then jumped into the tall maize. The rustling in the plants faded moments after.

“Rizk!”

“Si. Lence.” Pho put her hand on Enrique’s shoulder. “No. Atten. Tion.”

Enrique bit her lip, nodding her head. “Right. We shouldn’t let her get far. Does she even know where she came from?” She took a few steps toward where Rizk had disappeared, but paused. “Thank you! If I ever see you again, I’ll… I’ll… I’ll treat you to a feast!” With that, she kicked off, leaving a small cloud of dirt in her wake as she dashed into the field.

Pho just gave a slight nod of her head toward Alyssa before following after the other two.

For her part, Alyssa let out a long sigh. That had been unexpected. Scary too. With how Rizk had torn off her ankle bindings, it would have only taken a slight squeeze to have taken off Alyssa’s head. It was all thanks to the only monster still standing on the road. Alyssa owed the mimic a deep debt of gratitude.

Said monster turned, facing Alyssa, scales vanishing from her body as she flashed back into her human appearance. The scales must have been a calming tactic. Something familiar for Rizk to latch on to. “Sorry for that. I do appreciate what you’ve done for them. I couldn’t just let you get killed, even if you are just a human.” With that snide remark, she smiled and extended a helping hand out to Alyssa.

Hesitating for just a moment, Alyssa eventually decided that Kasita must not mean any harm given how she had just saved her life and accepted the offered hand. Once back on her feet, Alyssa frowned down at herself. This was her last pair of relatively clean clothes. Now it was all covered in dirt. She just sighed as she looked up at Kasita. “Thanks. Thought you hated humans.”

“I do. But I like people. And, before the Waterhole, I encountered a decent number of humans I liked. Easy to forget in there.”

Alyssa… didn’t quite know what to say to that and filled the short gap in their conversation with a bit of rubbing at her throat. Despite having those claws around her throat, Rizk hadn’t actually hurt her much. Surprised, yes, but not hurt. “Shouldn’t you be chasing after them as well?”

Kasita shrugged. “I don’t have a home to go back to. I only stayed in that whorehouse to support my fellow monsters. Now that they’re free, I don’t know what I’ll do. No matter what, I can adapt and blend in, so don’t worry about me,” she said with a grin.

“Right.” Glancing around, Alyssa frowned. A dozen manacles were lying in the dirt. They would almost assuredly draw attention from anyone who passed by. If said anyones mentioned the manacles to the gate guards, it probably wouldn’t take much for them to decide that the monsters had escaped. They might start up a search to find them or even to find Alyssa herself for questioning purposes. They probably shouldn’t just be left lying about. Shallow ditches lined the side of the road, separating it from the fields. Tossing the manacles in there should keep them hidden at least for a while. Especially with darkness approaching. If people found them in a few days, it wouldn’t matter so much. She would be safely on the opposite side of the city. So long as she found a place to store her gear, she should be able to hide among the people. “Would you help…” Alyssa turned back to Kasita only to trail off. The mimic was gone. Nothing but air remained and there was no sign of her up or down the road. She must have jumped into the corn field as well.

Oh well. It didn’t matter much. Alyssa didn’t want to go back to the city too soon. She had told the guards that she would be walking for a few hours. If she returned right away, it might draw uncomfortable questions. So might as well clean up the road herself.

Bending, Alyssa grabbed hold of one of the chains in each hand. Hefting them up made her grunt in exertion. Comparing them to bowling balls might have been putting it lightly. These were Rizk’s chains, the largest and heaviest of the bunch, but still. To have been walking around with these… she was surprised her arms hadn’t fallen off. It wasn’t like Alyssa was weak either. Before coming to this world, she spent a full hour at the gym every day, moving between weight machines and more cardiovascular activities. Sundays were her one day off. She wasn’t bodybuilding or anything, but she was fit and fairly strong. Having to carry around heavy loads for customers while working at her home improvement store helped as well. Since coming to this world, she hadn’t really done any explicit strength training besides carrying her backpack literally everywhere, which she had done for two weeks straight while walking to the city.

It just further compounded how utterly screwed she might have been had Kasita not stepped in to defuse Rizk.

Dumping the set of manacles into the ditch like she was finishing a dead-lift, Alyssa had half a mind to take a break. But there had been foot traffic on the road recently. Getting rid of the other chains sooner rather than later was a must if she wanted them to remain secret. So she started moving them one by one. Pairs were just a bit much, even if the others were lighter than Rizk’s chains.

Finishing up, Alyssa froze as she noticed something red sticking out of the dirt. A small red cylinder. Picking it up, she found it to be exactly what she feared. A spent shotgun shell.

Alyssa tore off her backpack and started inspecting it for any holes. Unless someone else had traveled here from her Earth with a shotgun, the shell was hers. Which meant that it had come from her pack. If it had ripped and torn a hole when she fell, she needed to patch it up as soon as possible to keep from leaking items. But after searching for a few moments, she couldn’t find anything. A bit of fresh dirt dusted over caked-on-mud from her travels where the dangling tent had hit the ground, but no hole. Just because she couldn’t find one didn’t mean that there wasn’t one, so she would have to keep an eye behind her until she got to a place where she could completely unload and inspect the bag. For now, she just dropped the shell into the main pouch and zipped it up.

It was still a bit early, but Alyssa started heading back to the city anyway. She took her time on the way back, just enjoying the crisp air. That was one thing this world had over Earth. It didn’t matter where she was, even in the city the air just felt fresh. Like a permanent wilderness camping trip.

Well, it did somewhat matter where she was. The Waterhole reeked of smoke.

Night fell just as fast as always. She was pretty sure she knew why it came so quick. This planet had rings around it and when the sun passed behind them, it went from fully illuminating the land to obstructed. Saturn’s rings supposedly were fairly sparse and a good deal of light should pass through them, but this wasn’t Saturn at all.

The lights on the side of the road lit up enough that she didn’t feel in danger of tripping even without her flashlight. There were a few other lights out in the fields. Maybe a few farmers straggling behind to finish a bit of work. Or maybe they intended to stay out after dark given that they prepared by bringing a source of light. With the wall in the way, Alyssa could only see one tower of the city. It was surprisingly dark, save for a few small lights at the very top.

One other light source caught Alyssa’s attention. A light far out in the distance, off in the desert where she had noticed the dust storm. The whole cloud was lit up with an orange glow. Curious, she pulled out her binoculars again. Was it not a dust storm after all? Maybe some sagebrush had caught fire.

“What is that?” Alyssa whispered under her breath. It wasn’t a fire. Not a wildfire in any case. The dust cloud was much closer than it had been just an hour or so ago. And she wasn’t so sure it was dust. It was smoke.

A hundred things were marching toward the city. They weren’t humans, that was plain to see. Most of them were large and bulky. The exact size was difficult to tell with the distance and without much for reference, but she guessed at least twice as tall as an average person. They had tan skin, large and round bellies, and a face not even their mothers could love. At least half carried a flaming torch above their head. Some were armored, some less so, but the armored ones didn’t have anything proper. It looked like they had chained together a few sheets of metal and hung it from their necks by said chain. The largest plate covered their bellies, but the smaller plates didn’t connect to each other, leaving a large gap in the chest area.

They weren’t the only things. Tiny monsters that only came up to the taller beings’ knees ran around in between legs and monsters. They somehow avoided being squashed underfoot despite there being twice the number of them as the larger things. Most of them had torches as well, along with short stubby swords.

Monsters. Real monstrous monsters. They had to be. And they were marching on the city.
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                Alyssa sprinted back to the city, not even caring if it had been long enough to avoid plausible deniability about meeting with a slave buyer. There might be systems in place to defend against a horde of monsters. Her efforts might not be needed in the slightest. But she couldn’t take the chance that she wasn’t the only one who knew about the approaching army. This city was the only thing she knew about that might help her get home, kill angels, and otherwise accomplish her goals. If it were ransacked, even a little, it could set her back months or years.

Hardening her face in determination, Alyssa doubled her speed up the dirt road to the northern gates. It felt like she had been running for an hour despite not having walked even half that long in the first place. Finally the city gate was coming into full view. There were more guards now. Double the number, in fact, bringing the total armored people up to four—two gate guards and two on the wall with bows and arrows. But nobody was hurried, panicking, or otherwise alarmed about the monsters! They were just changing shifts.

The guard she had spoken with on the way out noticed her rapid approach. He moved forward, out of the gate’s alcove, and put his hand to his sheathed sword. “They escaped?” he said with notable alarm in his voice.

Alyssa couldn’t respond right away. Physically fit though she was, sprinting with a heavy backpack up a shallow hill would tire anyone out. Bending, resting her hands on her knees, she gasped for some fresh air. “No,” she eventually said between breaths. “Never mind that. Isn’t that something to worry about?” Taking one hand off her knee, she pointed at the desert and the slightly illuminated cloud of smoke hovering on the horizon.

Shifting, he looked over her shoulder. There he stared for a moment or two before his eyes found Alyssa once again. “What’s wrong?”

“You see that smoke cloud in the desert, right?” She had to make sure that this wasn’t some Tenebrael thing that nobody else could see. To her relief, he nodded his head. “That light at the bottom of the cloud? That is fire from hundreds of torches, each carried by a monster. So unless this city is allied with a hundred angry-looking monsters—”

“Allied with monsters?” He scoffed hard enough to show just what he thought of that idea.

The second guard—a new man who Alyssa hadn’t seen before—stepped forward. “What monsters? And how do you know?”

“I… don’t know what they’re called around these parts. I’m newish to Lyria. But there are big ones and little ones and… here, see for yourself.” Pulling out her binoculars, she offered them to the first guard. He didn’t make a move to take them, deciding instead to just look at her like a confused idiot. “Do you have spyglasses, telescopes, binoculars…” Not a single thing she said got any reaction from the man. “Look, these let you see far away things. You just hold them up to your eyes and point them at what you want to see,” she said, demonstrating on herself before trying to hand them away again.

This time, he took the binoculars. He didn’t look out at the desert right away, of course. Like any child handed a set of binoculars, he had to stare at Alyssa first. Which promptly caused him to stumble back. Did these people really have nothing similar? Well, probably not without magic. They didn’t even have a way to light a fire naturally. When had the telescope been invented anyway? Pirates had them in movies, but pirates were a whole lot more recent than medieval times. Not to mention how wrong about everything else Hollywood had been thus far.

After giving him a minute to look around at his fellow guards, the stars, and whatever else he pointed it at, Alyssa cleared her throat. “The desert?”

“Ah. Right.” He finally aimed the binoculars at the smoke cloud in the distance. Color drained from his face as he stared, but he didn’t stop for almost a full minute. When he did, it was because his fellow guard moved up, making noise with the metal armor he wore. “T-this isn’t a trick?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“What is it?”

He licked his lips before answering the other guard. “Trolls. And goblins. Too many to count.”

“Trolls? From the desert?” Guard Two shook his head. “Trolls live high in the mountains. They wouldn’t be coming from the desert. Now, if you had said the ant army was attacking again, I might have believed you.”

Alyssa blinked twice in confusion, not quite sure she had heard the guard properly. Ant army? Like little ants? Well, judging by the bee girl, they were probably at least human-sized creatures. Though that raised a question she hadn’t considered before. Were there actual ants and bees in this world? She couldn’t remember having seen any despite two weeks of walking, but she hadn’t really been looking or paying all that much attention.

Not something to concern herself over now. Guard One whirled on his companion and held out the binoculars. “Use these and tell me it isn’t something to worry about.”

Guard Two didn’t take them, even taking a step back. “I ain’t touching those. They’re probably cursed to make you delusional. We should take you to a mender.”

“I’m going to the captain,” Guard One said after a moment of pressing his lips together. “We can send out scouts and confirm the claim. Then we’ll see who is delusional.”

“Captain Oxart? At this hour? Ipo, you’ll be on cleaning duty for weeks if you go now.”

“Better to scrub latrines and prepare than sit around with our thumbs up our asses while Lyria burns to the ground.” Without waiting for the second guard to continue the argument, Guard One—Ipo?—started marching into the city at a brisk pace.

Alyssa stood by, just watching him leave for a moment before realizing that he still had her binoculars! “Hey! Wait!” He didn’t. If anything, his pace increased. So, slipping around the lone gate guard, Alyssa ran after him despite the light burn in her thighs. Thankfully, he wasn’t that far away. Her pace slowed to his brisk walk once she reached him. “I’d like my binoculars back, if you please.” They were literally irreplaceable. Unless her father had a set back at the house that she didn’t know about. Doubtful.

She wondered if it wasn’t too late to convince Tenebrael to make everything she had taken indestructible and un-stealable. And something to auto-replenish ammunition in her guns. But that was probably a pipe dream. Although she had given in without too much effort, Tenebrael had been at least a little reluctant to actually fulfill the request for the phone.

“I might need this to convince the captain,” the guard said without stopping or handing her binoculars back.

“Then I’m coming with you.”

“I’ll be back at the wall shortly, if you want to wait—”

“Nope! I am not letting my binoculars out of my sight. In fact, why don’t I hold on to them and wait at the wall for you. Then I can let your captain borrow them when he needs to confirm the monsters’ presence.”

“You might run off with them.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together. “How about this: I hold on to them and I come with you. That way you can keep me in sight and I can help act as a witness. Two people telling this captain about the monsters would be more believable than one, right? If this captain is as irritable as the other guard implied, you could use all the help you can get. I’d rather not see this city attacked any time soon.”

He slowed just enough to avoid tripping over the uneven dirt street while looking at Alyssa from the corner of his eye. After sizing her up, he nodded and held out his hand. Alyssa did not hesitate to grab the binoculars back. But, true to her word, she kept walking alongside the guard. “Let’s move then,” he said. “The Northgate Barracks isn’t far, but we should hurry anyway.”

“Lead the way.”

As it turned out, the Northgate Barracks really wasn’t that far away, as he had said. It sat right alongside the wall practically adjacent to the gate itself. Apparently there was a second gate on the northern side of the city on the opposite side of the guardhouse. While the guardhouse was a taller building that rose up above the wall, it wasn’t one of the three towers around the city. Rather, it was smack dab in the middle of two of the towers. There was a gate outside a small fenced-off courtyard, separating the larger building from the rest of the city. Stables had been built into the wall itself with about a dozen horses grazing in a small enclosure just to the side of the main building. It looked like the wall could be opened, letting horses outside the city.

The guard walked right in, moving past two other guards without so much as acknowledging their presence. Feeling somewhat awkward, Alyssa followed hot on his heels. She didn’t want to get separated. Surprisingly enough, no one stopped her, asked her for identification, or otherwise paid her any attention. If she had tried to walk into a modern military installation, she would have been tackled to the ground before she made it ten steps to the front gate. That was assuming they simply didn’t shoot her.

He walked right through some sort of training room that made up most of the ground floor. A few of the guards nodded at him or even welcomed him back by name—Ipo, definitely—but he didn’t do anything but nod in return. One of the smaller doorways in the back led to a staircase. The second floor, with its open door allowing Alyssa a quick peek inside, was proper sleeping quarters filled with rows of bunk beds alongside either wall. But Ipo skipped it, heading straight to the third floor.

The third floor was more of an administrative section. Inside the large room, there were two boards with little wooden nameplates hanging from hooks. Each board looked to be associated with one of the northern city gates. There were markers beside the names, filling out time slots. A schedule.

A single woman sat at a desk just in front of a wide window that looked out over the farmlands around the city. A glass jar hanging from the ceiling had one of those magical lights sitting inside. It staved off the darkness around her desk where she was bent over pieces of paper, reading. She wore a uniform, though it wasn’t the armor that all the gate guards wore. It was more like a black military coat that wouldn’t close all the way normally, but it had an extra wide piece of cloth over her front, connecting the two sides of the coat by way of bright silver buttons. Her long black hair was tied into a low ponytail and ran all the way down to her waist.

A secretary? She didn’t look up even when Ipo coughed into his fist, continuing to peruse the papers lying on her desk. Undeterred, Ipo tried again. “Captain, I apologize for the disturbance, but… have you looked outside?”

That got the woman, Captain Oxart, to look up. She quirked an eyebrow and said, “This had better be important.”

“I hope it isn’t,” Ipo mumbled barely loud enough for Alyssa to hear. If the captain caught it, she didn’t react, standing and turning instead. A slight jangle from the woman caught Alyssa’s attention. Like Irulon, she had a tome hanging from a belt around her waist. An arcanist then? A better question: Had she been promoted to captain for her ability to cast spells or for management skills?

She clasped her hands behind her back as she walked up to the window. “The desert?” she asked with a quick glance over her shoulder. “Sandstorms are nothing to disrupt my work over.”

“It isn’t a sandstorm, Captain. Trolls. And goblins. They’re charging here, kicking up dirt and carrying torches. Judging by the smoke, I’d say they stopped at the tar pits for their torches.”

“Trolls? From the desert?”

That was second time someone had been incredulous about monsters coming from the desert. Was there something that kept them from migrating around?

“It’s true. I saw it with my own eyes. At least a hundred trolls. More goblins. A few were riding wogs, but most were on foot—”

“You left your post?” There was a certain edge to her voice that made Ipo stiffen.

“No. I…”

Alyssa cut in, hopefully saving the guard. “I have a tool in my possession that allows one to see things from a distance.”

Captain Oxart spun on her heel, keeping her hands clasped firmly behind her back. “And who might you be?”

“I’m a traveler. I was outside the city and noticed the monster army,” Alyssa answered before Ipo could do something like claim that she had been selling monsters. She wanted to keep that off the record if at all possible. “Once I noticed, I ran to the gate and informed the first guard I found.”

The captain eyed her, looking her up and down. Yes, her clothes might not exactly be native, but did literally everyone she came across have to do that? They weren’t that strange, were they. She just had on a long sleeved shirt with horizontal stripes and jeans. And her giant backpack. Her hair didn’t even have any funky highlights, it was just plain brown.

Oxart didn’t say anything and just kept staring. Alyssa couldn’t just sit there. “Shouldn’t you be organizing a defense? If you want, I could loan you my binoculars if you want to see for yourself. They should work just fine from here,” she said with a gesture to the large windows.

After narrowing her eyes for just a moment, she marched back to her desk and flipped open the cap of one of the series of brass tubes near her chair. “Yenkins,” she barked out.

“Yes, captain?” came the metallic response from the tube without a moment of delay.

“I want two riders heading north immediately, scouting out a suspicious dust storm. Send a third rider to the garrison. Let them know that we have a potential incursion from the desert with confirmation still ongoing.”

“Right away, ma’am.”

Nodding at nobody in particular, the captain flipped the lid closed with a light clack and looked up at Alyssa. “You have my thanks for bringing this issue to my attention. Now get out of my barracks.” Her eyes snapped over to Ipo. “We’ll review the policy regarding handling potentially magical items later, guardsman. Dismis…” She trailed off with a slight hum. “Actually, no. As punishment, you can go to the guild and inform them of the situation.”

“The guild?” he said with a notable grimace. “Surely there’s no need to rely on those mercenaries. With this much warning, the city guard—”

“I’d rather have dead sellswords than let my men die out there. Go. They’ll want payment before they lift a finger, but that will be up to the nobles once they’re apprised. You tell them to get ready just in case.”

Ipo nodded his head. Not a happy nod, more like he was resigned to carry out his apparent punishment. “Very well. I’ll leave immediately?”

“Indeed. Carry on.” Oxart’s narrowed gaze snapped back to Alyssa. “You’re still here?”

Alyssa jumped. The woman had scary eyes. They were normal eyes, natural brown without anything inhuman. They were just scary. It was like having her mother angry at her for her poor grades back in high school. “Leaving now,” she squeaked in a higher pitch than intended. And she did. Ipo managed to get to the stairs before her, but she was practically stepping on the backs of his feet as she made her way back downstairs. Ipo stayed in front of her all the way out to the street, maintaining that same almost power-walk that he had used on the way here in the first place.

The streets. Alyssa paused and looked around. She really didn’t have anywhere to go. With the captain of the guard warned about the monster army and taking action, presumably she didn’t need to worry about that anymore. For a moment, she considered heading back to the gate to see if she could watch the battle. Almost as soon as she thought that, she dismissed it as ridiculous. While she was curious about what kind of magic the city’s defenders would use, she would not only be unwelcome, but also probably a burden. Even with her guns, she would probably wind up dead.

The inn she had used the previous night wasn’t far away, but she wasn’t about to go there again. Too many… undesirables knew that she had slept there. Cid and Bacco, mostly. In fact, now that it was night, should she really be wandering on her own? Her eyes flicked to the guard. It should be safe walking with a member of the city’s defenders. She had been expecting him to take a horse, but he stayed on foot. Maybe this guild wasn’t too far.

After he warned them, maybe she could convince him to escort her to a semi-reputable inn.

Plan in mind, she skipped forward and caught up with Ipo. “So,” she said, announcing her presence. “This guild. What is it? Why did you sound so irritated about them?”

He flinched a little before glancing at her from the corner of his eye. “You’re still here?”

“Well… I can’t exactly just go home and sleep while knowing the city is under siege.”

Stopping so fast that Alyssa bumped into his arm, Ipo turned and grabbed her shoulder. “Keep it down, slaver. Do you want to start a panic?” He glanced about, but now that it was after dark, the streets were practically deserted. Him grabbing her shoulder drew more attention to them from the only two other people around than her quiet tone of voice. “We’ll need these streets clear. Moving the garrison knights up here will draw enough attention as it is.”

“Shouldn’t you warn the people?” Alyssa asked in a lower voice. “Give them an opportunity to seek shelter or prepare to fight?”

“The city guard will protect them. We’ll likely be fighting beyond the fields—can’t lose crops at this time of year. The average citizen doesn’t know how often the city comes under attack thanks to our vigilance. As for fighting, if they wanted to help, they should have joined the garrison…” He let out a small scoff. “Or the guild, I suppose.”

“Which you still haven’t explained.”

“I’m surprised you haven’t heard of it, being a slaver.”

Alyssa mentally groaned. Since arriving in this world, she had heard variations of that phrase several times, and this probably wouldn’t be the last. And also he had called her a slaver, which she really wasn’t, but she couldn’t argue that without revealing what she had actually been doing. Hopefully Kasita and the other monsters were heading away from the desert, otherwise they might be found and caught by the guards as they went to scout the trolls. Well, that was out of her hands now. Whether they made it to safety or died was up to them. This, however, could be important for her. “Humor me,” she said. “I’m relatively new to Lyria.”

“Huh.” He maintained eye contact for just a moment before he started walking again. “They call themselves the Knights Solaris, but everyone knows them as the guild. Knight is far too great a word for the ragtag mercenaries they are. They have no loyalty to anything but money. They’d even accept a monster’s request to kill a human so long as the pay was good. Despicable.” Shaking his head, he sighed. “But they are skilled. Worse, they’re necessary. Lyria maintains an army, but there are so many regulations and nobles in the way that the city guard can’t be deployed for every little thing. If you’ve got harpies attacking your livestock and you want them gone, you don’t go to the city guard, you pay the guild to send someone out to deal with the problem.”

Mercenaries. That could work. Convincing Ipo to show her to an inn while the city was under attack wouldn’t work too well, but a mercenary? She didn’t even need their strongest guy. The unpaid intern would work just fine so long as he knew his way around the city. Unless their prices were outrageously expensive. They shouldn’t be. A short escort was a quick job within the city with no expected combat. What she borrowed from Svotty should hopefully pay for what she needed.

Happy she had found a proper immediate path to finding a safe place to stay, Alyssa kept right on the guard’s heels. “I think I’m heading in the same way as you, so I might as well stop by and see what this guild is all about.” Given his distaste for the mercenaries, she wasn’t about to admit that she was planning to hire one. But he didn’t seem to mind. He just grunted and kept on the path, not caring that she was following along.

            

    
        008.002 City Under Siege - Knights Solaris

    
    
    
    
                The guild, these Knights Solaris, had it made. Alyssa admitted it, she hadn’t experienced much of the city. But this building had to be among the upper class structures around. It lacked the decorum of the Observatorium, and the palace—which Alyssa still hadn’t seen up close—was likely far fancier. The guild was a sturdy building, constructed from thick blocks of brownish stone. It almost looked like a castle except for the massive windows that ran from just above the tall door clear up to the ceiling. More like a cross between a castle and a cathedral. If there was one thing Alyssa had noticed, it was that glass seemed to be a rarity. None of the buildings, homes or businesses, in the slums around the Waterhole had glass anywhere on them. In comparison, the buildings near the Observatorium all had at least small glass windows.

There was more to the guild than just the large glass windows. Light flooded out. The vast majority of the city wasn’t lit up. Nothing like modern cities. A few of the streets had dim magical lights like those on the roads outside the city, but the buildings were dark more often than not. The guild had enough light coming from its windows that there really was no need for the little street lamps in the general vicinity.

Just above the doorway, below the bottom of the windows, a symbol had been engraved in the stone. A shield, five pointed with two at the top and three at the bottom. In the center was a simple emblem of the sun. Made sense. Solaris had something to do with the sun. It also was a Latin word, she was fairly sure, which raised a bunch of questions that were probably best not thought about too hard. Little about this world made sense, why should language?

Ipo walked right up to the front door without stopping to gape at the building. Feeling slightly silly, Alyssa caught up with him as he shoved open the dual doors.

For all that she had been impressed with the exterior, she couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed as she looked on the inside. It was a tavern. Much like Yzhemal’s back in Teneville or the main floor of the inn Cid had brought her to. A lot larger of course, but similar all the same. There were even mint leafs scattered about. Around thirty people were divided up between ten or so tables. Builds, sizes, even attire quality varied between them, though everyone was human. They even had a few servers bringing food around to people. Two counters sat at opposite sides of the room. One seemed the fairly standard food and drink bar with people eating and talking around it. The other counter had only a single woman seated behind a desk, wearing a circular set of glasses. Behind her, papers covered a wall.

It was the latter counter that Ipo headed toward. He didn’t move unnoticed. Practically everyone stopped their conversations or their eating and looked over at him. Most returned to their business, but at least one person at each table kept their eyes on him.

Alyssa shirked under their gazes, but kept walking close to Ipo. No one was glaring at her. They were curious. They probably weren’t even looking at her, but at Ipo. It just felt like everyone in the room had their eyes on her.

She really needed to get some local attire. Even if it was scratchy, uncomfortable, and poorly tailored compared to modern clothing. Just something that would keep her from standing out quite so much.

Someone standing in the far corner of the room just about made her stumble. She recognized him! He was the muscular man with the sword who had been standing near Aziz her first night in the inn. His companion! He didn’t have the metal scale vest on, wearing a plain brown tunic instead, but it was still him. She had thought he was a bodyguard, not a mercenary… though he may have been both at the time, she supposed. Having been disowned, Aziz likely wouldn’t have been able to rely on any family retainers to travel with him to Teneville on his pilgrimage. Going to mercenaries made sense in that situation.

He recognized her as well. She could see it by the mild curiosity on his face. But he made no move to approach her, so Alyssa stayed with Ipo. Since she was planning on sticking around after Ipo left, maybe she would go talk to him. Or not… did she really have anything to talk with him about? Maybe, in that case, if he accepted her request for a city escort.

Unless he was really expensive. She had seen some of his gear back in Teneville, his sword and that scale armor in Aziz’s room. None of it looked all that cheap. Even if Aziz had been disowned, he probably still had enough money to hire one of the higher tiers of bodyguards.

“Guardsman,” the woman at the counter said with a pleasant smile, pulling Alyssa’s attention away from the mercenary. “What can the Knights Solaris do for you today?” As she spoke, she pulled over a piece of paper from a stack at her side. Fairly extravagant paper. Most paper Alyssa had come across in this world was… ragged and low quality. This was just the opposite. It wasn’t printer-worthy, but each piece was uniform and had the symbol from the front of the building right at the top.

Looking up, the wall behind her was covered in identical sheets. Except each one of the posted papers had large, loopy handwriting spelling out jobs. Fifteen Deer Hooves Wanted — 12 Medi. Forest Goblins Raiding Farm Silos in Beetlebend, Exterminators Requested — 2 Medi per Ear. Bandits Attacking Caravans East of Lyria, Scout for Bandit Stronghold — 8 Atlus. Daughter Kidnapped by Monsters — 100 Altus for return of remains, 500 if alive, bonus for ears. They went on and on. None went into any specific details. They just listed the basic job and the pay.

“Laria,” Ipo said after a deep breath.

“Ipo? Is that you?” She leaned forward, peering at him. Though he had an open-faced helmet, it wrapped around his head enough to cast his face into shadows even with the light of the room. “Surprised to see you here after last time. I assume you’re not here to cause trouble? What can I do for you?”

“Not for me. The city.”

“Ah. A request on behalf of the city then?” Sitting upright in her seat, she clasped her hands together in a far more professional demeanor.

“Captain Oxart of the Northern Barracks wishes for your guild to be apprised of a situation.” Despite his earlier words warning Alyssa to keep quiet, Ipo spoke in a loud voice brimming with authority. Even the people who had gone back to their food turned to face him once again, though he never looked away from the woman at the counter. “A large gathering of monsters, goblins and trolls, is headed toward Lyria from the desert. The city guard is mobilizing, but Captain Oxart thought it prudent to inform you of the situation in case the city calls upon your services.”

“I see, I see.” The woman—Laria, apparently—didn’t look worried in the slightest. Her hand flew across the piece of paper, writing down all the important points of what Ipo said in the same loopy handwriting. “Number of monsters? Distance? Estimated speed and time to arrive at the city?”

“Scouts have been sent out to determine the exact answers to your questions. The monsters look to be at a significant distance and are walking on foot. It should be some time before your… assistance is requested. Within three hours. I imagine myself or someone else will be along shortly to keep you updated.”

“Payment will be the usual for city defense?”

“That is something for the nobles to determine should they decide to make use of your services.”

Her hand stopped moving. “I see. We normally prefer slightly more details, as I’m sure you are aware, but I recognize the time sensitivity of the situation. If you have nothing else to add…” she trailed off, waiting for him to respond. When he didn’t, she flipped the paper over and started writing in much larger handwriting. “New posting,” she said in a raised voice. Not quite shouting. She didn’t need to yell. As soon as she spoke, the room went silent. All the little conversations died off. The clanking of metal equipment stilled. Even the sounds of people eating crunchy food quieted. “City Defense. Job starts within three hours, lasting until monsters approaching the city are exterminated. Further details incoming as the situation develops. Payment to be determined. Open to all, no limits.”

Ipo gave her a curt nod. “That will be all for now.”

“The Knights Solaris look forward to news of further developments in this situation. It’s always nice to work with our city’s valiant defenders,” she said with a charming smile. “May Tenebrael bless you.”

“Mph.” Ipo turned, glanced around the room once, and started walking. He didn’t even say anything other than that little grunt. Well, he had said that he wasn’t too fond of mercenaries, so maybe that was to be expected. Couldn’t he have been at least a little courteous? He had basically asked these people to risk their lives to defend the city. Judging by Captain Oxart’s words, she was definitely expecting a few of these people to die in service of the city. They were being paid for it, but it had to be difficult to make use of those funds while dead…

Alyssa hung back, staying at the counter. She thought about following after Ipo, but she was already where she wanted to be. Running out with him only to tell him that she was thinking about hiring a mercenary didn’t sound like it would turn out so well. Besides, he had his own duties with the city under attack—which was weird to think about so casually. When she had first spotted the monsters, she had been in a panic. But all the guards were calm, as was Oxart, even this guild was acting like this was nothing out of the ordinary. None of the mercenaries were getting ready for combat. They went back to their meals and discussions.

It was hard to stay agitated when no one else was worried.

Laria clasped her hands together and leaned back in her chair. Was that her whole job? Just to post jobs? She hadn’t been doing anything when they entered the room and she wasn’t doing anything now. Actually, it probably was her job. The literacy rates of medieval Earth had been pretty abysmal. This woman was probably paid quite handsomely just to write things down a half-dozen times a day.

Being a properly literate modern human, Alyssa now knew what jobs to seek out if she ever needed some more cash. A nice easy desk job with potentially tons of time to research magic on the side? And… a number of these mercenaries were probably high level arcanists.

Resisting the urge to ask her for her job, Alyssa stepped up and cleared her throat.

Laria blinked twice as she looked up at Alyssa. “I’m sorry, I thought you were with the guardsman. Did you have a request to make?”

“Maybe. I was wondering if you could tell me the going rate of a guard to escort me around the city. No combat expected, I’m just new to Lyria and don’t know my way around just yet.”

“I see. And I assume this is an immediate request?” she said, pulling a fresh piece of paper over. “About how long do you think this job will last?”

“Uh, how long does it take to walk to the other side of the city?”

“Depending on the detours you might take, walking speed, mounts, exact distance, and other such variables, anywhere from five minutes to five hours.”

“Let’s say three hours then.” That seemed a bit long to find an inn, but better to be on the safe side than to wind up abandoned in the middle of town.

“I see. A three hour job featuring little to no combat within the city. You’ll need only a single individual as your escort, I assume?” At Alyssa’s nod, she pulled out a large ledger and started leafing through the pages. “Similar requests in the past generally start low. As little as a single medi. However, a bonus is generally established beforehand in the event that you encounter less than savory individuals who may wish you harm.”

“Doesn’t that encourage the occasional false ambush? Where a mercenary sets up a few of his buddies to cause trouble? They get some easy combat to show off before heroically driving away the assailants, earning a bonus to their pay in the process.”

The more Alyssa spoke, the more the woman’s smile turned to a frown. “The Knights Solaris have their honor to consider. We act in the best interests of our clients. Any member caught engaging in such… deplorable behavior would find themselves made an example of. Now, if you have an accusation to make—”

“Nothing of the sort,” Alyssa said as fast as she could. “It was just an idle curiosity. I’ll follow tradition and price my request as you suggest.”

She didn’t quite regain her full smile, but she did nod her head. “Very well.”

Alyssa held up a hand. “Before you announce it, is it possible to request a specific person?”

“It is fairly common among regular users of our services. They find people they like who know the way the client likes their jobs done. Did you have someone in mind?”

“Ah, I don’t know his name.” Alyssa turned slightly. Aziz’s bodyguard was standing back where he had been when she entered the room. He hadn’t moved much save to take a seat alone at a table. “The man in the corner with the red hair? Is he available? If not, I’m fine with anyone.”

“Oz? This might be too low a profile job for him, but no harm in asking.” Laria wrote down a few other things on the paper before she flipped it over. A moment later and she cleared her throat. “New posting. Intra-city escort request. No expected combat, standard bonus applies. Immediate job, lasting approximately three hours or until client is satisfied, whichever is sooner. Priority Oz, otherwise open to any. Limit one.”

As with last time, the room fell silent during her announcement. Oz looked up at his name being called, though he had been paying attention. For a moment, Alyssa thought he was going to just ignore it, but he eventually stood up. He had a friendly smile on his face, but the way he moved screamed reluctance. He didn’t even start walking over until he drank the remaining half of his flagon. The sight of him drinking actually had Alyssa a little concerned. Maybe she shouldn’t have requested him. She didn’t really want to be escorted around by a drunk. Around the room, pretty much every single person had an identical drink in front of them. Much like Yzhemal’s inn.

Though slow, he didn’t move like a drunk. No swaying or wobbling. It was more like he was deliberately dragging his feet to give him time to look her over.

“You’re that wench from Teneville.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together. He wasn’t wrong, but he could have put it a different way that didn’t make her sound like a harlot. “At least it was something productive to do that wasn’t sitting around drinking all day and night.” Maybe someone who didn’t recognize her would have been a better option.

He made a soft grunting noise, but still had his smile on. “Got paid to take that kid on a one way trip. There wasn’t anything in the request that said I couldn’t enjoy the festivities before heading back.”

“That might be true… but… whatever. Are you willing to accept my job?”

Scratching at the scruff on his chin, Oz hummed. “At most a few Medi? The city defense will pay far more than yours, even if you’re being hunted by half the city. Escort quests are annoying anyway.”

Ah. That was right. The city guard had a duty to defend the city. The mercenaries did not, but that didn’t mean that they would pass over what was probably a sizable sum for defending it. Assuming that she could poach away one had been folly.

Except, the defense mission shouldn’t be ready for a while yet. “If we hurry, you can get a nice easy job and still make it back in time to fight. Since I know this is an awkward time, I’ll even up the pay to four medi.” She could easily afford that with what she had liberated from Svotty.

That got him humming again. “The combat bonus will be applied on top of this new pay?”

Alyssa blinked. Now that she thought about it, she hadn’t actually heard what that bonus would be. Glancing to Laria, she asked, “How much is the combat bonus?”

“Ah. Forgive me for not informing you. That was a mistake. Combat in a request designated as non-combat typically adds a bonus equal to four times the initial price, though some negotiations can be made.”

Sixteen medi. Plus the regular pay of four, bringing it up to an altus and two medi. Glancing back at some of the boards, that was definitely a high price for what should be exceedingly simple. But, if it actually turned out to be simple, it would only be four medi.

“Alright. I’ll take the risk.”

“You can pay me in the worst case scenario, right? Can’t imagine a tavern wench makes much coin.”

“Of course,” she said with a strained smile. “You’ll take the job then?”

“It seems worth it,” he said after a long moment of silence. “So long as I make it back soon.”

“Good! Let’s get moving then, I’ll explain the specific details of where I want to go as we move. To expedite matters. I’m sure you can appreciate that.”

“Yeah yeah. My gear is in my room. Give me a moment to equip myself.” He trudged off, heading to a door just to the side of the counter. As soon as he disappeared inside, Laria smiled up at Alyssa.

“Payment of the agreed upon four medi can be made here,” she said. “Should the combat bonus come into effect, Oz will inform you of when and how he expects his compensation.”

“Ah. Right. Of course.” Alyssa pulled out Svotty’s smaller purse and fished out four medi, glancing up at the board behind Laria as she did so. How many of them required payment handed over beforehand? An escort such as hers made sense; it would be too easy for a one-way escort to purposefully default on their payment once they arrived at their destination. The guild could probably beat it out of them, but that might tarnish their reputation, making any witnesses view them as thugs. But what about the kidnapped girl job? Did they have several hundred altus sitting behind the counter?

Of course, only a fool would try to rob a place filled with experienced mercenaries. A burglar wouldn’t make it in, let alone out.

Shaking her head, she dropped the four medi on the counter. Laria inspected each piece before making another note on the piece of paper. As soon as she finished, she looked up with a smile. “If you care for refreshments while you wait, the counter opposite of mine can serve you.”

Alyssa glanced over to where a bald bartender was setting out drinks for two men. In truth, she was thirsty. A bit hungry as well. The food here even looked passable. Not quite a two star restaurant, but drastically better than the majority of food she had eaten since coming to this world. Unfortunately, she wanted to get moving as soon as possible. Both for Oz to return for the city defense and for herself to just get someplace she could sit down and take a load off. She didn’t want to be halfway through a meal only for Oz to come back fully geared up and ready to go. Irritating her escort wouldn’t go over well.

“I’ll just take a seat here,” she said with an internal sigh, gesturing to one of the nearby tables. “That’s alright, is it?”

“Perfectly fine.”

Alyssa nodded, did what she said she was going to do and took a seat, and waited.

            

    
        008.003 City Under Siege - Dangerous Streets

    
    
    
    
                The air had changed. The night before, when she had been following after Cid and Bacco, and earlier in the day, when she had visited the Observatorium and the Waterhole, everything had been peaceful. Calm. Maybe not perfectly peaceful. She had passed by one or two more energetic arguments, but nothing that seemed like it would have affected her.

There was a tension in the air that could be cut. A palpable sensation that something was wrong. Alyssa already knew what that something was, but for everyone else, they just saw the army on the move with no explanation.

She and Oz had barely made it two streets before they had to stop and stand aside. Perhaps three hundred people, coupled with several dozen horses, were marching in a parade from the center of the city to the northern gates. They weren’t trying to be subtle in the slightest. So much for not starting panic.

Compared to the city guard, some of this army had far fancier armor. Especially those on horses. Many of those on foot were wearing standard city guard garb including the beige tabards and iron armor. The fancier armor lacked tabards and their armor was a solid black with gold edges. Even the horses had matching armor. Some kind of elite knights. It couldn’t be real gold… that would be far too expensive.

Or would it? Maybe gold was exceedingly plentiful on this world.

People lined the streets. It was after dark, but every single person in the area had to be out tonight, whispering to one another. Which was extraordinarily bad for Alyssa and Oz. The parade of knights blocked the street enough as it was. The people just made it worse.

“Ahh,” Oz groaned. “I hope I make it back in time.”

“Sorry.”

“I accepted the quest. It’s my fault.” So he said, but she couldn’t help but notice his eyes darting about, looking for any way through the crowd. “Not sure why you need an inn on the opposite side of the city though. Plenty of respectable establishments ‘round here.”

“I’d prefer if you didn’t pry.” Once again, she was almost regretting hiring a mercenary. As the guard had said, their loyalty was to money. What was stopping Cid from walking into the guild and either asking about some woman with a large backpack or simply putting in a request to find her. Of course, if the guild had trackers that were any good, they probably would have been able to find her just off a description. As such, she was trying not to worry about it too much.

“Just trying to make small talk. We might be here for a while. We need to cross here but crossing in front of the parade is likely to get us thrown in a cell for the night. Let’s squeeze past these people and try to get on a less crowded…”

Oz trailed off. He wasn’t the only one. The entire street fell silent and it didn’t take Alyssa long to figure out why.

Someone new just turned the corner of the street. Maybe a knight. Maybe not. She barely paid the person any attention. It was what he rode that stole her attention. At first, perhaps because of Irulon’s soul, she thought it was a dragon. Almost twice the size of a horse, it was a lizard that walked on two legs. It had two smaller arms that didn’t touch the ground. Bronze scales coated its belly and underside while bluish-grey scales covered the top portions. Three sharp horns went straight back from a crest on its head and sharp spines and spikes lined its neck, back, and tail. It was more like a Jurassic Park velociraptor than a dragon, if Steven Spielberg had glued spines and well-defined scales all over them.

And there was a rider on the back. Some kind of saddle protected him from the thick, rock-like spikes. He wore armor much like the knights, except where they had golden trim, his was a deep purple that almost glowed in the dark street. While his armor was almost glowing, his sword literally was. The metal was black, narrow, and long with a crescent-moon hand guard around the hilt, but it was surrounded by this aura. A strange yellowish-orange glow ran from the tip of his blade all the way up to the elbow of the arm he held it in. Even with the full library of Hollywood behind her, she didn’t think she had seen anything remotely like it. The way the aura shimmered made it difficult to tear her eyes away.

Thanks to a small grunt from Oz, she managed.

“Huh. The Black Prince has descended from his tower. This must be a bigger threat than your guardsman friend made it out to be.”

“The Black Prince?”

Oz glanced over his shoulder to meet her eyes. “Second Prince Brakkt. Sort of the black sheep among the royal siblings. That and his armor resulted in his nom de guerre that he has fully embraced.”

Black sheep? Irulon was supposedly the outcast of the family. Bacco hadn’t specifically used the phrase, but Alyssa had when she heard the princess’ situation. This Black Prince was also the second royalty she had met in the one day since arriving at Lyria. Well, not met. Seen. She had no intention of drawing more royals’ eyes to her. It didn’t look like this prince was going to stop and chat either. He was already riding past without so much as turning the thin slit of his helmet in her direction. Still, she was starting to sense a pattern. How many siblings were there in total and how many were outcasts? There was at least one more judging by this one’s status as the second. Unless the world had strange naming conventions, there would be a First Prince. Alyssa opened her mouth to ask, but Oz spoke before she could.

“You really don’t know him? You must be from further than I’ve ever traveled.”

Alyssa felt like smacking herself in the face. Every single person she had met had asked that question. She couldn’t help that common knowledge wasn’t common to her. “I’m not from Lyria or the surrounding area,” she said with a withheld sigh. “I don’t even recognize the creature he is riding.”

“Well that’s not surprising. Drakens normally only live in the volcanoes of Sawtooth Mountain or the Islands of Fire. Hot places, you know? Don’t let their appearance fool you, they’re highly intelligent. They can’t speak, but that’s likely because their mouths don’t allow it rather than an inability to comprehend language.”

“You know a lot about them.”

“In my business, the more you know about monsters the more likely you are to survive an encounter with one.”

“Drakens are monsters?”

Oz snorted. “Do they look like people to you?”

“Well, no, but are horses considered monsters?”

“Point,” Oz said with a smile. “But horses aren’t smart like people or monsters.”

So intelligence played a part in what was considered a monster. That almost made sense. Were there no purely bestial monsters? Maybe she just had misconceptions due to being from Earth. Something fantastical to her like a cockatrice might just be a regular beast to these people, no different than a bear. Though, watching the spine covered tail swing back and forth as the Black Prince passed by, she had to ask, “The prince rides around on a monster in the middle of town?”

“Caused quite the stir when he first showed up with them. A whole dozen or two. City guard thought he rebelled. Took the Pharaoh himself to come and sort things out. Rumor has it he saved that clan from a rival faction, they swore loyalty to him, he brought them home.”

“Simple as that?”

“Doubt it, but ah, looks like the prince was at the tail end of the army. Let’s get moving again before more show up.”

Sure enough, there were only about ten knights following after the raptor and the prince. Though, as they passed, the streets still didn’t clear. People resumed their whispering. Maybe it was a bit more of a hostile tone now? Focusing on any one conversation was difficult with so many going on around her. She did catch little snippets.

“Filthy beasts.”

“Mobilizing at this hour?”

“—Those Tenebrael-less heathens to the North. Attacking them?”

“Or being attacked. Should we flee?”

“Monsters roaming the streets. Disgusting.”

“Who does he think he is, inviting monsters to live here.”

“The Pharaoh’s predecessor would never have let this happen.”

“They should all be destroyed.”

It went on and on. Surprisingly enough, most of what Alyssa could pick out was about the raptors—or drakens, apparently. People were more concerned about them than the fact that a whole army was marching to the gates. At first, she thought it was the result of drastically misplaced priorities, but then she thought about it a little more. With what Kasita had said earlier, monsters and humans effectively caused a genocide of both species, though she had been sure that the humans would place the blame on the monsters and vice versa. The people didn’t view it as friendly monsters inside, enemy monsters outside. They viewed it as enemies inside, enemies outside. With the former being far more obvious given their walk down the street, it was only natural that they would be the topic of conversation at the moment.

If the trolls and goblins actually made it to the city, they might be singing a different tune. Until then, the raptors were the focus of their hatred.

It all seemed a bit hypocritical to her. There were tons of elf slaves running about and she hadn’t heard a word complaining about them. Maybe the raptors were treated better and that angered the people? Or it could be that elves were ‘human enough’ in appearance for most to ignore them.

“Come on,” Oz said. “People will be standing around gossiping all night now. We’ll take some of the back roads, follow along the northern wall until it turns to the eastern wall. We should be able to find some good inns there. That works for you, right?”

“You know the city better than me.”

“Right. Keep up. I’ll be moving quick,” he didn’t even finish speaking before he was already halfway across the street. Alyssa hiked up her backpack and ran after him. Without the bulk of a massive pack, he slipped through the crowd much easier than she managed. It took an “Excuse me,” and “Pardon me,” every now and again, but she made it to a narrow alley and the side street on the opposite side where Oz held up for her.

“Looks heavy,” he quipped with a glance over his shoulder. He didn’t stop moving. Before the army rode by, they had been keeping a fairly languid pace. Apparently that time had passed. “I could carry it for a few prav.”

Alyssa snorted. “I don’t think so. It isn’t that heavy, I’m already paying you far more than a job like this needs, and I keep well in shape.”

He eyed her up and down with a slight smirk. “I can see that.”

Pressing her lips together, she sighed. “Besides, you need to keep ready in case someone attacks.”

“Please. Even if you were being chased by the Waters Street gang, they’d notice who your escort was and run off in fear. There’s only one person in the Waters Street gang who I might have a little trouble with and I think you’re a little too low profile for him.”

That might be closer to the truth than he thought. Not that she was going to tell him that. “You’re well known then?”

“Well, I don’t like to brag,” he said with a hefty chuckle, “but I’ve made something of a name for myself. I’m among the top ten Knights Solaris in terms of confirmed monster kills. A lot of which were high level monsters. No wimpy slimes or goblins.”

“Oh? What constitutes high level monsters? Dragons?”

Oz actually stopped in the middle of the street. Alyssa almost bumped into him. He stared for a moment before shaking his head. “You really don’t know anything do you? I thought you were joking for a moment, but your face is stone cold.” Alyssa had to frown at that, but she didn’t interrupt. “I might be able to take down a whelp or two, but they like to gather in large groups when they hatch. Anything larger?” He shuddered. “That whole army we saw might just take down an adult dragon if they pulled in every high ranking arcanist from the Observatorium. Most of them would probably die. If they’re unlucky, all of them would die.”

“They’re that dangerous?” She had been wondering if dragons actually existed. Now it seemed like they did.

“Oh, aye. Of course, with the Black Prince with them, maybe they would come out with a strong victory. Rumor has it that his sword has been bathed in dragonfire. It could slice off a dragon’s head in a single blow! Just a rumor though.”

“Lots of rumors about him…”

“Mysterious guy. He frequently travels and always returns with something new. Nothing quite so shocking as a horde of monsters following after him, but whether it’s that armor, that sword, or a chain gang of prisoners from across the desert, it’s always something. He never goes with guards, but he is probably the strongest person in the world. He likely doesn’t need any protection.”

Alyssa hummed. The prince definitely sounded like someone she didn’t want to cross, though most of that was surely exaggeration. Everything she knew about him thus far had the word ‘rumors’ tacked on. But there was always some truth in rumors, so it would be best not to take him lightly. And his little sister was learning magic. Given how larger than life the prince apparently was, she wondered just how accomplished Irulon was at casting spells. Was she capable of Rank Three? Four? Thinking about Irulon, Alyssa couldn’t help but ask one more question. “Hey, Oz. You know a lot about monsters. Do you know if dragons can change their form?”

“Change their form? Like a mimic? I hope not. Never heard anything like that, but it sounds terrible. Imagine that, you’re drinking from your flagon when your table turns into a fully-grown dragon.” He shuddered again. “Nope. Mimics are annoying, nigh impossible to kill, intelligent, but also weak. A dragon mimic would be a nightmare.”

That was good to know. Irulon was almost certainly a regular human then. Everyone else had a soul that looked like a creature, so hers was nothing out of the ordinary then. Of course, given how scary real dragons apparently were, upsetting the princess would still be a bad idea if she took any personality traits from them.

Alyssa and Oz fell silent as they walked—power walked—along. He went quiet likely because of his professionalism. She because of her thoughts.

It had only been half a day since she had met the princess at the Observatorium. With everything that had gone on, it felt a lot longer than that. That meant that there were still six and a half days before she could go back to meet with Irulon and actually learn some magic. Hopefully the coming days wouldn’t be quite so exciting as today had been. She could use a day or two of nothing more than relaxing. Maybe a chance to get some local clothing and accessories. Above all, she didn’t want to have to carry her backpack around everywhere. It was far too distinctive, heavy, and cumbersome.

“We’ll be entering the primary trade quarter shortly,” Oz said after they had been walking for about a half hour. “There are shops everywhere in the city, of course, but any merchant worth their salt comes here to buy and sell. Because of the large congregation of traveling salesmen, there are also a number of inns. Some more long-term than others.”

“I plan on staying in the city for the foreseeable future,” Alyssa said. She just about stumbled over a piece of loose brick that looked like it had come from the city wall. Stupid poor lighting. “I would prefer something secure. An individual room with locks on the door.”

“Plenty of those. Merchants have to keep their goods from thieves. I think I know just the…” He trailed off, slowing his power walk to a complete stop.

Alyssa tensed, half expecting to be ambushed by Cid and Bacco or maybe some of Oz’s friends. Looking around, she couldn’t see any sign of anyone. They were right up against the northern wall, far out practically at the eastern side of the city. It was a dead zone. Nobody up on the wall, guard or otherwise. The only buildings around were smaller, single-room homes without any lights in their windows.

“What is—”

A raise of Oz’s hand silenced Alyssa. He looked around for a moment before staring up into the sky. “Do you hear that?”

“Hear what?” Wait. She did hear something. It was like thunder except without the loud crack, just the low and rumbling echoes afterward. “The rumbling?”

“We need to get away from the wall!” Oz grabbed Alyssa’s wrist, almost pulling her to the ground before her feet caught up to his words and she started running with him. They barely made it to the darkened homes a few paces away before the rumble crescendoed.

Brick exploded from the wall, filling the air with dust. Not enough to block out the view of the monster. Large. Ugly. Alyssa could stand on her own shoulders and only reach its chin. One of its legs was as big as she was including the backpack and it only got bigger from there. Warts covered its face. A troll. Just like what she had seen through her binoculars. Two smaller and much greener creatures clung to its legs. They had large floppy ears and pointed teeth in worse shape than Cid’s. The goblins.

“Looks like I’m getting that combat bonus after all,” Oz said through grit teeth as he drew his sword. “Find a spot to hunker down.”

Alyssa just about ran, but a shimmer in the sky made her freeze. “More smoke along the wall. These aren’t the only intruders. Running won’t be safe.” She didn’t understand. She had seen the army with her own eyes. There was no way they could have crossed the entire desert and the fields already. And where was the army? Alyssa and Oz had been heading in the opposite direction from the parade and the north gate where she had escorted the monster girls. Was this some vanguard? Some distraction? Or was the big fiery army the distraction?

“Can you fight?”

“Not like you.” Alyssa readied her shotgun. Her hands were shaking worse than they ever had before. She could feel her heart beat. It hammered hard enough, pumping so much adrenaline around her body that she worried she might just explode. But she had to keep calm. This wasn’t like Kasita and the others. The goblins hopped from the troll’s legs, letting out high-pitched shrieks as they pulled out rusty daggers. These things wouldn’t be open to negotiations. “I might be able to handle the little ones.”

“Their daggers will be poisoned. Don’t get cut. And keep away from the large one unless you like being flat—”

The troll opened its mouth, revealing rows of misshapen teeth. A horrid noise came from the back of its throat, followed by ten tons of spittle flying about. The roar triggered the others. The two goblins echoed its noise in far higher pitched screeches before charging forward, flailing their little daggers around.

Oz kicked the one that ran at him, sending the tiny thing flying into the side of a building. He didn’t follow up on the kill, charging forward to the troll instead, shouting as he moved.

Alyssa couldn’t pay attention to him any longer. The unkicked goblin was charging right at her! Finger already on the trigger, she fired.

The shot went wide, missing completely between her own panic and the little monster hopping to the side. It was faster than it looked. Quickly running along the ground, it closed the distance. Gritting her teeth in an attempt to steady her nerves, Alyssa fired a second time before it could reach her. This time her shot struck true. Its chest exploded as it went tumbling backward, end over end. Knowing how strong the monsters she had encountered were, she didn’t give it an opportunity to get back up. A third shot turned its head into chunky salsa.

The noise of her shotgun had not gone unnoticed. Although the goblin looked a little dazed from his kick into the wall, it was staring at her along with the troll and even Oz. The latter recovered first, taking the opportunity to sink his sword deep into the troll’s side behind the metal plates. Wailing, the troll slammed its meaty fist into the ground right where Oz had been standing only seconds before.

Not wanting the other goblin to recover enough to dodge her shotgun, she fired while it was still against the wall.

There was no need to fire a second time. The goblins were apparently as fragile as thin glass. The splatter of orange-red blood had Alyssa grimacing.

Another roar from the troll stole her attention. Oz was circling around the monstrosity, looking for another opening while dodging the thick punches. As soon as it swung, he darted in closer, swiped his sword across the back of its bare leg, and kept going until he was on its opposite side. A thin trail of blood started running down to the ground, but it wasn’t enough. The troll didn’t even stumble as it pivoted to slam a fist into the side of the darkened building. Bricks and stone flew off, but Oz had sidestepped once again, slashing at its underarm as he moved.

She wanted to help, but even with the troll’s bulk in the way, she didn’t trust herself not to hit Oz. If he dashed around at the wrong moment to dodge or attack, he would be the one lying on the ground. But they had to hurry. This death-of-a-thousand-cuts tactic Oz had going might work eventually if he managed to avoid every single attack, but it wasn’t fast. There were other breaches in the wall and potentially more monsters just beyond the rubble in front of them. Her shotgun was loud. Drawing more trolls and goblins would… complicate matters.

Alyssa slung the shotgun back over her shoulder and pulled the pistol from her hip. It didn’t have bullet spread. With how tall the troll was, she shouldn’t be in danger of hitting Oz so long as she aimed for its head. Grasping the gun with both hands just like her mother had taught her, she aimed up. Alyssa took a deep breath as she flicked off the safety.

She pulled the trigger.

Miss.

Again!

Miss.

Alyssa clenched her teeth and closed her eyes. Calm. She needed to calm down. Her hands shook too much to hit the broad side of a barn. So calm down. Opening her eyes, it took only a few leaps of mental gymnastics to rationalize away the troll’s threat. It might be big, but it was slow. She could run faster than it. It wasn’t looking at her. It didn’t even care for her while Oz kept poking at it. It really wasn’t anything to be afraid of.

Steadying her hands, she gave the trigger a light squeeze.

The troll’s head snapped to one side and it stopped moving. Blood started trickling from just above its ear. But it didn’t crumple to the ground. It snorted like someone sick hocking up mucus as it turned to look at her.

It didn’t even have a helmet on, just how thick was its skull!

Panicking, Alyssa squeezed the trigger again.

And missed completely. Having its little beady eyes looking at her made her hands start trembling again.

At the same time, Oz sunk his sword deep into the troll’s back. It howled again, moving enough that Oz lost his grip on the sword, leaving it embedded in the leathery hide of the monster.

Alyssa scrambled backward. The troll didn’t even care about the sword. It lumbered toward her, flailing its fists. She could feel the wind rush at her as the troll swiped at the air. Fully focused on escaping, Alyssa ran in a full on sprint down the nearest street, only stopping once she heard the heavy footsteps stall.

Throwing a glance over her shoulder, she saw Oz catch up to the troll. He tore his sword from its back and plunged it into the troll’s leg. It pierced clean through, though the tip just barely made it. With a loud shout and a heave, Oz sliced a diagonal cut to the troll’s foot, freeing his sword.

It tried to turn and attack again, but its leg gave out. The troll fell to the ground, cracking the earth as it landed on its face.

Oz didn’t hesitate to climb onto its back and slam his sword down at the base of its neck. When the thing kept moving under his feet, he pulled back his sword and stabbed it again and again until its head was nearly decapitated. Only when it stopped twitching did Oz pull his sword out. He stared down with a look of disgust for just a moment before that look turned to a thin-lipped grin. A quick swipe of his sword severed most of the troll’s pointed ear.

Breathing far too hard for how little she had run with her heart feeling like she had just finished a marathon, Alyssa slowly approached. “A trophy?” she asked between breaths, incredulous as he tucked the ear into a little pouch he had on his side.

“Proof. I can sell this to the guild as evidence of both slaying a troll and that I have helped defend the city. Whatever the city is paying the guild, this ensures I’ll get a cut of it. And a troll ear? With no one to split the reward with?” He chuckled.

Alyssa almost protested that she should get a share, but realized the moment she opened her mouth that she really didn’t care that much. “Let’s get out of here,” she said instead.

“Not yet. The goblins might not be worth as much, but they are worth something.” Hopping off the troll’s body, he started heading back to where they had first fought.

“Are you insane? What if more come?”

He didn’t even stop moving. “Then more ears for me!”

Alyssa ground her teeth together, but stayed close to him anyway. She didn’t know her way around the city. At least with him around, she wouldn’t have to fight one of those giants alone.

He knelt by the first goblin she had killed and let out a low whistle. “Sweet Tenebrael’s titties! What did you hit them with?”

“A limited weapon.” Alyssa groaned internally. Her first day in the city and she had already used up several shotgun shells and a few pistol bullets. How much did she have left? With how much adrenaline was running through her body, she could barely concentrate. “Would you mind hurrying? Other monsters probably heard the fight. They’ll be drawn to the noise.”

He huffed a bit, but sliced off the left ear. Not that it took much slicing. The goblin’s head was barely intact. “Sure didn’t do much to the big guy though.”

“My weapons don’t discriminate between friend and foe. I used a smaller one to avoid hitting you.”

“Glad you took me into consideration,” he said as he pocketed the other goblin’s ear.

“Yeah, whatever. Let’s go alrea…” Alyssa trailed off as she turned to face the gaping hole in the wall. More rumbling thunder without that initial crack was creeping closer. Lots more.

“You hear that?” Oz asked in a low tone of voice.

“More ears for you?”

“How many trolls can you take on with that thing assuming I’m out of the way?”

“Limited weapon. If there is an army out there…”

“Right.” Oz started backing away. “Maybe we should leave this to the city guard. I’m sure they’re rushing over as we speak.”

Alyssa backed away as well before they both turned to run. “Best idea I’ve heard from you yet!”
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                “Look out!”

Alyssa fired her shotgun, flaying another goblin before it could jump on Oz’s back. He barely paid any attention to the body as it fell from the roof. Another of the diminutive creatures was trying to slash his kneecaps out. As with most of the things, her shotgun was loud enough to shock them, creating an opening for Oz to take its head off. Which he promptly did.

“Not taking their ears?” Alyssa said with only a mildly snide tone in her voice.

“Keep moving unless you want to be overwhelmed.”

“Thought they were more money for you? Evidence of your city defending skills.”

“Useless city guard,” he hissed through his teeth, not even bothering to respond to Alyssa’s jab as they jogged up the street. “Where are they? No wonder they have to rely on the guild. Can’t handle matters outside the city and can’t handle matters inside it either.”

“Probably trying to fend off more incursions. Or dealing with the large army…” Alyssa trailed off, glancing around the empty streets. “Where is everyone? Just the regular people? Is this an abandoned section of the city?”

“No. They’re probably hunkered down, trying to stay unnoticed. And as long as we keep making so much noise, I doubt they’ll have any problems.”

He had switched from complimenting her shotgun to whining about it every time they encountered more monsters. Which, since the initial break of the wall, had only been three times. None of which had included trolls. Just the little goblins. Thankfully. Given that they had already killed one, a second troll shouldn’t be beyond their abilities to dispatch. It would take longer to fight a troll than a few goblins, however, leaving them open to being ambushed by too many goblins or even multiple trolls.

Although Alyssa couldn’t see any enemies at the moment, she could hear them. Aside from the heavy footsteps the trolls made, she could hear fighting. The clash of metal on metal echoed over the tops of the low buildings, accompanied by the occasional inhuman roars of the trolls, the screeches of the goblins, or shouts of men and women. “Should we not join up with other people fighting?”

“My current duty is to see you to safety.” He paused at the corner of a building, holding up a hand to stop Alyssa. After glancing around the corner and ensuring safe passage, he quickly moved on. “Other people will have different goals. Anyone wanting to make coin off this situation is fighting for ears. Some fight to protect themselves. We may even cross ruffians using the lack of city guardsmen to ransack homes or shops. Joining with any would only extend my contract with you.”

“What if someone needs help?”

“Well, I am currently contracted out to you,” he said, voice a bit tense as he looked around another street. “If they want to get in touch with the guild, I’m sure someone else will jump at the job.”

Something about his tone gave Alyssa the impression that he was ever so slightly annoyed at the moment. She stayed silent, not wanting to get him more snappy. Instead, she focused on the buildings, watching the ledges for any sign of more goblins. Now that she was actually looking, she couldn’t help but notice that they weren’t moving anywhere near the same direction they had been before the wall breach. They were almost headed back the way they came—toward the guild hall.

“Where are we headed?” Alyssa asked after another two streets passed by without a change in direction back to where they should have been moving. “Not back to your guild, surely?”

“Naw. To a friend of mine. A potioneer. A bit… barmy, but she’ll be able to keep you safe. And, if I ask nicely, room and board until all this blows over. I know it isn’t quite what you wanted, but she’ll be far safer than any inn. Of course we can defer payment until tomorrow when, provided the city is back under control, I can lead you to a proper place.”

Alyssa opened her mouth to protest. That was not her requested job and she wouldn’t pay for it—mostly because she wanted the excuse to not spend her increased but still limited funds. However, after registering his words, she thought better of it. A potioneer. That sounded interesting. Something new that she hadn’t heard of yet. Was it magical? A technologically early chemist? An alchemist similar to the charlatans of her own world? The prospect of meeting such a person intrigued her. And if it was safe, then who was she to argue? Safe sounded great right about now. So instead of protesting, Alyssa said, “Alright. I can agree to that. How far?”

“It’s right around—”

A wailing roar of a troll split the air, cutting Oz off. Alyssa didn’t even need to look around. The noise was coming from directly ahead. Right around the corner of the nearest building.

“Another one,” Oz hissed. “This far into the city? The guardsmen have a lot to answer for. Come on.”

Oz moved around the corner with his sword drawn, staying slow and quiet. Alyssa followed just behind while leaving enough space for him to dodge around or swing his sword if he needed to.

A troll stood at the far end of the street, well away from Alyssa as she leaned around the corner. It stood there, unmoving, not even doing anything save for breathing heavily. Which Alyssa found strange given the fact that someone else stood right in the center of the road. Not Oz. He was pressed up against the building’s door frame, cloaked in shadows.

The person was a human. A woman. Maybe as tall as Bacco, though not quite as wide. That wasn’t to say that she was a thin twig. Her muscles, on show with her sleeveless shirt, beat out Alyssa’s by orders of magnitude and Alyssa was fairly proud of her strength. Her white hair, swept back over her head in a messy mane, nearly glimmered in the light from the tallest building on the street. The building she stood in front of. Maybe twenty glass orbs hung from a bandoleer slung from her shoulder to her hip. They had something in them, but Alyssa couldn’t see what with her angle and the poor lighting.

“C’mon,” she said in a gruff voice, staring right at the troll. “I’m just an ol’ dugger. What’cha thinking I can do to yeh?”

The troll let out a low grumble from the back of its throat. It took a few steps forward like it was about to charge at her, but it stopped short and actually moved backward.

“Yehan’t scared. S’why not fight me?” the woman practically shouted at the monster. As she did, she gripped one of the orbs from her chest. It was probably slightly smaller than a baseball, but her large hands made it look absolutely tiny. With a flick of her wrist, she tossed it. The glass bounced once. Twice. With the third hit against the ground, it rolled right between the troll’s legs. The thing stared down at it in curiosity.

Though it didn’t have long to stare. With the crack of breaking glass, the orb shattered. In an instant, the troll found itself encased in thick, dripping tar. Amazingly enough, very little splashed around the street. Almost like the tar had known exactly what its target was to be. The troll staggered, but couldn’t actually move while glued to the ground.

And then it started. The troll screamed. Not the angry shouts of battle like what Alyssa had heard before. Its noises were of pain, deep and guttural. Its long scream continued for a full minute without it drawing in a single breath of fresh air, growing wetter the longer it went on. Wisps of steam escaped from the gaps in the tar, flooding the street with the smell of overcooked beef. Eventually, the noise cut off. The troll slumped forward, though it couldn’t quite collapse to the ground. Tar propped up the steaming body, keeping it as if it were a statue despite its clear death.

Oz let out a low whistle, to which the woman spun around. She grasped another of the orbs from the bandoleer.

“Woah, woah. Tzheitza. It’s me! Oz!” When she didn’t put the orb back, he started shifting uncomfortably where he stood. “You know me.”

“I know. Trying to decide if yeh deserve it anyhow.”

Oz backed up and put his arm right over Alyssa’s shoulder. “You’ll catch this poor innocent girl in your misaimed vengeance. Besides, I wasn’t the one who—”

Tzheitza’s hand gripped the orb tighter. “Ozheim. Speak yer short gottermore an’ it won’t matter if tha’ lass be the Pharaoh’s wed.”

A short moment of silence followed before Alyssa burst out with a flat “What.” She might have understood a few words there, but on the whole, the woman was absolutely unintelligible. It all sounded like nonsense words. Given that everyone else she had encountered since arriving in this world had spoken clear English, she doubted that anyone else could understand the woman either.

“Never spoken with a potioneer before, eh?” Oz whispered. “They all talk like that. Apparently there’s only so much time to say ‘add the yellow liquid’ or ‘it’s going to explode!’ and still give people time to duck for cover. So they slur their words together which forms a habit and eventually winds up with that trite coming from her mouth. It’s also a good way to tell who is a novice and who is a master potioneer. The more they potionspeak, the better they are.”

“Wassa quietlike yonder? I’ll demonfire up yer—”

“Tzhei,” Oz said with a tense smile. “Calm down. You’re getting worked up to the point where even I can’t understand what you’re saying.”

“Worked up? I’ll show yer ugly mug worked up.”

“I know we parted on… bad terms—” he paused for a moment as she snorted. “But this is an emergency if you haven’t noticed.”

“‘Course trolls in the streets ain’t normal.”

“It’s worse than that. They’re acting strange. Intelligent. Look at that one,” Oz said, waving his arm at the tarred troll. As soon as he did, its arm slopped off, coming free from the rest of the mass and hitting the ground. A foul stench filled the air. “When have you ever seen a troll that didn’t stupidly charge anything it sees? More, apparently there’s an army out in the desert carrying torches and kicking up a lot of dust. But these ones just breached the wall, completely unnoticed?”

“Someone puppeting ‘em?”

“Aye. They’ve got someone smart tugging on their strings. Someone or something who can communicate with magic as well, unless this troll was special somehow. Not only that, but after killing a troll, we’ve only encountered a handful of goblins despite making a great deal of noise. Goblins whose brains are probably too tiny to follow orders.”

“Who would attack Lyria?” Alyssa couldn’t help but ask. “Just more intelligent monsters?”

“Believe it or not, despite the animosity between humans and monsters, they don’t attack here all that much. The Juno Federation, on the other hand… They send an army down here like clockwork.”

Alyssa hesitated, already knowing the response she would get. Still, she had to ask. “Federation?”

Oz quirked an eyebrow. “Haven’t heard of them either, huh? Heretics and heathens that live across the desert. They send an army our way every other year or so. Not usually to siege us, but to thin our ranks and ensure that we can’t attack them. Though they would constantly be on our doorstep if not for the desert giving us a buffer.” He paused for a moment, thinking to himself as he glanced over at the melting troll. “They never sent monsters before, but it wouldn’t surprise me for those scum to ally with such creatures.”

Tzheitza cracked her knuckles together. At some point, she had replaced the orb with the others on her bandoleer, thankfully. Though Oz still had his hand on Alyssa’s shoulder. “The who is for the Pharaoh. Take me to the puppeteer an’is face’ll wallobe right off.”

“Nope. You stay put. Not that you’re too old or anything,” he said as fast as he could as Tzheitza’s eyes narrowed in his direction. “I need you to keep an eye on this lass. Keep her safe.”

Alyssa winced as Tzheitza turned to fully face her. Her wince was for two reasons. First, the woman was really good at glaring. Second, one of her eyes was milky and white while the other was a normal blue. A long scar started above her eyebrow, ran straight down through her eye, and ended right near the corner of her lips. Just imagining what could have happened sent a slight queasy feeling through Alyssa’s stomach.

“Whoser?”

“My current contract. I’ll be back to finish said contract as soon as things calm down. In the meantime, someone has to clean up the city. Might as well be me. Without her noise, I should have plenty of time to collect some ears on my way.” He paused as if he just thought of something and turned to Alyssa. “Leave the fighting to Tzhei. Your weapon thing will just draw more and more. Unless the puppet master thinks you’re too much trouble, that is. I wouldn’t risk it.”

Alyssa nodded her head. That was sound advice. Glancing over Oz’s shoulder, she watched as the tarred troll slumped down in a pile of mush not much higher than her waist. With those melty bombs, her shotgun would scarcely be needed. And Tzheitza had more than just the tar orbs hanging from her chest. There were red, green, yellow, and blue orbs as well. She looked like a Christmas tree. Besides that, she wanted to save her ammo as much as possible.

Though she would need to be reloading soon. Just in case.

“Can you do that for me, Tzhei? Just stow her away in the back of your laboratory and I’ll give you fiv… three! Three whole medi next time I see you.”

“S’not my trouble. Gonna need an upcost.”

“F… Four medi,” Oz said, sounding like he was having his teeth pulled at the same time.

“Six.”

“Six!” His lips puckered up. Tears touched at the corners of his eyes. “You are still paying me the full combat bonus, right?” he whispered. “I know this is a bit off the plan, but surely you can see that there is no other choice.”

Alyssa just sighed. “It’s fine.” If she argued, he might decide that their contract was nullified and she might get left out on the street.

“Thank you for your understanding. Alright Tzhei. Six medi. But for six, I expect a dragonsfire orb as well.”

Tzheitza snorted, gripped one of the red orbs, and tossed it. With his arm around Alyssa’s shoulders, he just about threw her to the ground in an effort to catch the thing. It still bounced off his fingertips straight up into the air where he barely managed to grab it. Oz clutched it to his chest like she had thrown a newborn baby and glared at the potioneer.

“Careful! Do you want the whole street to go up in flames?” Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath. “Just stay here. You as well,” he said with a glance to Tzhei. “And stay safe. It’s unpleasant going through dead contractors’ belongings to get paid.”

“Go fall into a grave and get yerself burried.”

“Yes. Good luck to you too.”

With that, he took off running down the streets back toward the walls. Would he be alright on his own? Alyssa had thought that she had saved him at least once by killing the goblin that had been about to pounce on his back, but maybe he hadn’t needed her help. He was some veteran mercenary, after all. The receptionist lady at the guild had even said that a lowly escort quest would have been a bit under his notice normally.

Trusting him was the only option, she supposed. She wasn’t about to rush after him into danger. And if he didn’t come back, she didn’t have to pay. Though that was a slightly morbid thought.

“C’mon lass. Doublegood inside tonight. Wareroom’s ain’t got windows.”

“Right.” She still couldn’t understand most of what the woman said, but she understood inside and windows and could guess the full meaning easily enough. Just as Alyssa started toward the lit up building, she saw it.

A feather.

A black feather.

Her head snapped around to find Tenebrael standing with her back toward the tarred up troll. “Alyssa Meadows! Just how is my little reaper doing tonight?” Before Alyssa could offer up any protest to the angel’s nickname, she continued right along. “I’d love to stay and chat but busy night. I’m sure you understand.” The tips of her wings brushed right through the tar, coming away perfectly clean so long as one didn’t count the swirling white mist that was the troll’s soul.

“Wait!” Alyssa practically shouted before the angel could disappear again. Tzheitza said something, but Alyssa barely understood what. She didn’t look around. If she did, Tenebrael might have disappeared again by the time she looked back. “Can’t you stop all this? Snap your fingers and put the city back to normal?”

“Weren’t you paying attention? I can’t change anything no matter how hard I try. I could send all the attackers to the other side of the world, but people would still die. The book would stay the same, having accounted for my actions. Perhaps a civil war would break out. Or disease. The book is fairly vague on exact details. It’s more like it details what actions I need to take to fulfill my job. All I know is that a lot of people are going to die tonight. Even keeping the monsters from fading out with the Age of Legends still doesn’t change my book. People die or live according to the whims of fate… except for you.” Tenebrael paused with a hum, running her black fingernails over her chin in thought. “I can’t change it, but maybe you could. You’ve changed a few things already, true. I assume you want to save the city?”

“Is it doomed if I don’t do anything?”

“Well, not completely. Lots of people die. Monster and human. The royal family eventually clears the streets anyway. Right now, you’ve rallied the city guard earlier than they were supposed to have been ready, but I’m not sure doing so has changed all that much for the immediate future.”

“What about this puppet master? I assume you know about Oz’s speculation. Is that a real thing?”

“Oh yes. Almost exactly spot on. Is that what you want? To take out the puppet master?” Her black lips parted into a wide grin. “That will most certainly change things. Probably for the better of the city, but even I can’t know for sure.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together, wishing Oz hadn’t left so soon. She could have just pointed him in the right direction with Tenebrael’s information. Though, if Tenebrael could just teleport her in right behind this puppeteer, she could just shoot them in the back and solve everything in one second. But… was that what she wanted? “No,” she said. “I want to go home. I want to be left alone by you and by—”

A shout that pierced the heavens crackled like lightning over the city. “Dominion Tenebrael!”

The golden-white form of Iosefael hung in the air, glowing with a blinding brilliance against the night sky. Spear in one hand and sword in the other. Her radiance was so bright that Alyssa could only look for a moment before she was forced to avert her eyes.

Tenebrael didn’t have the same problem. “Iose! I’ve been looking for you. So nice of you to come to—”

“I can’t let you continue like this, Tene. If the Concord… if the Astral Authority finds out what you’ve done… You’ll… you’ll… I have to stop you!” Iosefael’s golden wings wrapped around her body. Facing the ground, she dove like a lightning bolt from as high as the towers around the city.

Tenebrael’s feathers remained unruffled. She held out one hand. “Vector repulsion angles calculated.”

Sword and spear crashed into a black ring of runes and diagrams at the tip of Tenebrael’s fingers. There was a bare instant where Iosefael’s surprised face could be seen in the glow before she went flying in an arc through the sky. Tenebrael just sighed.

“I think she’s a little upset. I should calm her down. What you want is irrelevant, ultimately. What you need is for this city to remain intact so that you can continue your research.” The dark angel’s lips drew back into a thin smile, sending a chill all the way to Alyssa’s toes. “Yes. I know what you’re doing here.” She paused for a moment. Somewhere in the distance, Iosefael hit the ground, sending a low rumble through the streets. “For now, that means that the people you’re looking for are on the Brechen Outlook. That woman should know where that is. And with a bit of divine inspiration, she may just lead you there without any arguments.”

Four black wings spread out as armored plates formed over Tenebrael’s dress. With a half smile to Alyssa, she took to the skies, following the same smoking archway that Iosefael left in her wake.

Alyssa just stared. Could Iosefael even harm Tenebrael? It didn’t seem like it from that short encounter.

A heavy hand on her shoulder broke Alyssa out of her gaze. “Yer gonna insane, eh?”

Great. Thanks for that, Alyssa thought, mentally cursing the dark angel. Would it have been too much to ask for her to stop time so that she didn’t look like a fool? Ugh. “I’m fine,” Alyssa said. “I know where the puppet master is. Can you point me to the Brechen Outlook?”

            

    
        008.005 City Under Siege - Brechen Overlook

    
    
    
    
                The city of Lyria was roughly triangular in shape, though the walls followed the terrain more than they bridged straight lines between the towers. Buildings had been built outside the city as well, rounding out the angled borders. Those exterior dwellings were considered entirely separate villages by the city, apparently populated with farmers that tended the exterior fields for the most part, but they intermingled enough with the main city for that distinction to only matter to tax collectors.

To the south, there were rivers, forests, mountains, and eventually Teneville. To the east, an ocean, though it was far enough from the city that it couldn’t be seen while still inside. Great plains stretched out over the land to the west. South of those plains in the far west, the Fortress of Pandora stood tall, protecting the human lands from the monsters beyond. North of the city was a desert. Said desert marked the end of the Pharaoh’s influence. It was something of a no-man’s land between Lyria and the Juno Federation, a second government that ruled the lands north of the desert.

Right at the border of the desert and Lyria’s farmland was the Brechen Overlook. A lone rock formation that looked surprisingly like Pride Rock. A pillar of stone stood tall in the middle of the otherwise flat plain. It was more than just the pillar. Rocks littered the area including one with a flat top that jutted out from the main pillar at a slight angle. That was the Overlook.

Alyssa turned her binoculars to the fields closest to the desert. The city guard and army were indeed clashing with the monsters she had first spotted approaching the city. The battle was taking place in the fields furthest from the city, right on the edge of the desert. Flames had started in the dry wheat. Crops were burning, pumping even more smoke into the skies overhead.

Making out details was a bit too difficult even with her binoculars, but she did manage to catch a few seconds of the Black Prince. He didn’t so much swing his sword as he just held it out as his monstrous mount carried him around. Anything that touched his sword simply fell apart. Unfortunately, he was just one man. Watching the chaos, Alyssa could barely believe that there were only a hundred trolls. If anything, they outnumbered the humans two to one. That wasn’t even counting the goblins swarming the area.

It painted a depressing picture. Even if only a few dozen monsters had breached the city walls, the humans couldn’t run back to assist with the defense without turning their backs on the hundreds of monsters in the fields. Hopefully people like Oz could handle the ones inside the city. And if she and Tzheitza could get rid of the ringleaders, maybe the humans could decisively end the battle sooner and begin to clear out the city.

She could easily imagine a different world in which the monster army had gotten closer and burned more than just the furthest field. In a medieval time like this, famine could be a real issue if too many crops wound up destroyed. There weren’t any other countries that could provide relief aid if the city started starving.

Shaking her head, Alyssa turned back to the Overlook. It stood out against the rings in the sky, but it was otherwise completely dark. No lights and no sign of life on the tall rock. Of course, she didn’t have the best angle from where she was. Even if someone were seated right on the edge, she still wouldn’t be able to see them.

“I don’t like this,” Tzheitza said with a deep scowl. “No monsters. I can hear ‘em, but I can’t see ‘em.”

“I know what you mean… I think.” Since setting off from Tzheitza’s shop—where Alyssa had left her gear except for Aziz’s satchel filled with spare ammunition—they hadn’t seen any monsters. No trolls or goblins. Every few steps, Alyssa would jump at a vague movement in the very corners of her vision, but could never spot anything that might have moved. Sometimes the fields would rustle like something was moving through them. Yet nothing ever popped out to attack.

It meant that they were being watched. Frankly, Alyssa almost would have preferred trolls and goblins every ten steps. Like this, it was almost like they were being invited to try to stop these puppet masters, which only made Alyssa more nervous about the situation. Would Tenebrael have set her off on a quest sure to result in her death? Honestly? Maybe. She wouldn’t pretend to know what a being like that was thinking.

A flash of light tore through the sky. Alyssa winced at her eyes having to adjust, but that light didn’t do anything to illuminate the land around her. Tzheitza didn’t even blink. Tenebrael and Iosefael were nothing more than streaks of light in the sky, one dark and one light. For the most part, they avoided each other. The lights would occasionally dart in near the other, but they backed away from each other more often than not. Whenever they did meet, it was like a flash of lightning that only Alyssa could see.

Unless something changed soon, she wouldn’t be getting any help from that corner.

That meant she had to rely on this person who she only just met and could barely understand—thankfully, the potioneer became more intelligible the less agitated she was. On the plus side, that tar bomb had been an impressive display of the older woman’s capabilities. In the short time it took Tzheitza to talk about Brechen Overlook, the troll had melted into nothing more than a puddle of foul-smelling goop. If the other orbs slung across her chest were even half as destructive, she could probably handle getting to the Overlook on her own.

“They have to know we’re coming.”

Tzheitza hocked back and spat on the ground. “‘Snot my first idiots who’ve needed knuckling. Afore, when I were an active Knight Solaris, why, I knuckled down a hundred of these fools a week.”

“The city gets attacked a hundred times a week?”

Glancing at Alyssa, Tzheitza shifted. “Well…”

“Right.” Alyssa had no doubts that Tzheitza was dangerous. Hearing that she had been a mercenary like Oz only compounded that feeling. But how long ago had that been? Shaking her head, Alyssa focused on the rock in the distance. “It doesn’t look far.”

“Ten minute walk.”

“Probably more if we’re going slow and careful.”

Alyssa started walking. She hated this. Every step of it. Why her? Even ignoring the whole part where she had been thrust into a whole other world, which she had mostly come to terms with even if she didn’t like it, why did she have to get involved with all the stupid wars and petty fights. Tenebrael had known this would happen well in advance and she hadn’t mentioned a thing despite having had two opportunities to do so. Couldn’t she have just dropped a simple ‘Oh, might want to avoid the north side of the city tonight. Wink wink,’ during one of those meetings?

Actually, Tenebrael probably hadn’t considered such a thing. And she probably hadn’t for the exact same reason that Alyssa was marching across a corn field at this very moment. Were this a situation on Earth where she found her city under attack and knew where the enemy commanders were, she would have gone to the police or the army or someone official. Never in a million years would she have thought to solve the problem herself. Tenebrael allowing her to get wrapped up in this nonsense meant that she had a definite need to run and try to salvage the doomed city.

But Tenebrael’s little black book changed everything. Alyssa had a bad feeling about fate. According to Tenebrael, Alyssa had warned the city guard before they would have marched out otherwise. But that angel had also said that, despite that change, not all that much would end up different in the near future. Was there some rubberbanding effect on fate where it would try to snap back in line with the book? Tenebrael had apparently tried tons of things all without results up to and including having monsters around when they were apparently not supposed to be here. If Alyssa had to act directly to get things to change, then she couldn’t just tell others about it. Fate would snap them back to their supposed path. Hypothetically, anyway.

She didn’t have any proof. It was entirely possible that cause and effect worked perfectly normally and she had only alerted the city guard two minutes before they otherwise would have noticed, thereby not changing all that much on the bigger scale. But she had read enough books and seen enough movies that she had to wonder about the exact mechanics of fate. As much as she had thought about how Hollywood got plenty of things wrong, it got plenty of things right as well.

Just thinking about it disturbed Alyssa on a primal level. Before Tenebrael appeared, she hadn’t really believed much in higher powers or fate. Just free will. But how much free will actually existed? Knowing what she knew now, not much. Some, for sure. Cid and Bacco surely wouldn’t have tried to sell her to a whorehouse had she not been pulled into this world. Given that, according to Tenebrael, Alyssa seemed to be outside the book’s purview, that would never have happened otherwise.

“Roundabouts this way,” Tzheitza said in a whisper, gesturing to a beaten path that wrapped up and around the stone pillar.

Alyssa blinked twice. She hadn’t even realized how close they had gotten. It was lucky nothing had jumped out and torn her head off while she had been lost in her existential crisis. Shaking her head from side to side, Alyssa focused. Getting distracted in her thoughts could get her killed. Gripping her shotgun, she started up the path just behind Tzheitza.

The rock was worn and smooth. People had clearly been going up and down this way for years and years. And why should they not? It made a great natural watchtower. It really made her wonder why the city guard didn’t have people stationed out here permanently to watch for situations just like the one going on now.

Her foot knocked into something soft. Looking down, she suppressed a startled squeak. A body—a human body lay across the path. Blood leaked from its wide-open eyes, running down the beige-colored clothing. The same color as the gate guards, though this body didn’t have the dark iron armor. Maybe the city did have scouts and they had just been the first fatalities of this invasion.

Tzheitza had her eyes on Alyssa, though she didn’t say anything. With a gesture of her hand, she pointed off the path toward the rock wall. There was a small ledge sticking out which the older woman immediately gripped. Digging one foot into the side of the wall, she hefted herself up and onto the ledge with little effort.

Alyssa just stared. She wasn’t as tall as the potioneer. Reaching the top of the ledge was just out of reach for her. With her shotgun, pistols, and Aziz’s satchel filled with ammo, it would be even more cumbersome. Alyssa had just watched and still didn’t understand how Tzheitza had managed to climb up without breaking any of the glass orbs on her chest.

Apparently noticing the problem, Tzheitza bent down and held out a hand for Alyssa. With the older woman’s help, she managed to get up on the ledge.

Unfortunately, the next ledge was even higher. Tzheitza twisted her bandoleer around so that the orbs were hanging off her back rather than her chest. She jumped and kicked off the main rock pillar to grab hold of the higher ledge, whereupon she climbed up just as she had with the smaller one. Alyssa wasn’t sure what to do in the slightest. Her gym did have a climbing wall, but she had never made it a regular part of her workout. In fact, it was more like she had tried it once just for fun and only got a foot or two off the ground before deciding that she had gotten high enough.

It wasn’t like she would ever need to scale a rock face in real life.

Tzheitza had her back, again. She had to lie flat on her stomach for her hand to reach Alyssa’s, but with her support, Alyssa managed to find a few footholds to walk herself up the cliff. Once she got her elbows over the edge, she had enough strength to pull herself onto the ledge.

They continued upward, climbing from one brief resting platform to the next in complete silence. Even when she scraped her elbow on a bit of jagged rock, Alyssa bit down on her tongue and kept quiet. No matter how narrow the spot was, Alyssa never made a sound. All the while, she kept her eyes upward, trying hard to not think about how slipping could see her rolling down the miniature mountain one ledge at a time. They eventually ran out of ledges to climb to. The tall rock continued upward. Tzheitza could probably have continued climbing it just through strength and experience, but there was no way Alyssa would be joining her. Alyssa was too busy hugging the wall, trying to keep both her feet fully on the foot-wide segment of stone they had stopped on.

Tzheitza didn’t even glance up. She just started edging around the central pillar. From far away, it had looked like a narrow column, maybe not bigger than her bedroom, though not quite as square. Actually climbing all over it and being pressed up against it made the Brechen Overlook feel like Everest.

Now that Alyssa was looking less at where she had most recently climbed from and more over the entire surrounding farmlands and fields, the whole thing felt even taller. Alyssa’s stomach dropped out from under her like she was on a roller coaster. Her fingertips grew slick with sweat. When Tzheitza brushed her fingers on Alyssa’s hand to get her attention, she jumped. One foot went off the edge. The rest of her would have followed had Tzheitza not had decent reflexes.

With Tzheitza pressing her up against the wall, Alyssa took a moment to close her eyes. She focused and centered herself. It was foolish to be afraid of heights anyway. Even if she had slipped off this ledge, she wouldn’t have fallen clear to the fields. Just down to the most recent ledge. It was a fairly wide one at that. No. There was no danger at all. Not one little bit. She definitely would stop on that ledge and not tumble all the way down. Opening her eyes again, she kept her gaze from wandering down below. Alyssa focused on the back of Tzheitza’s head as the woman carefully edged along, moving around the larger pillar.

As it turned out, this ledge was actually higher than the modest plateau that she had spotted from outside the city. Only about ten feet higher. There were some bushes growing along the rock wall that provided a modicum of cover, not that it would hide much of two people. Darkness was their real cover. A small building had been constructed on the tip of the outstretched cliff. A little one-man guard post. It was more of a shack than anything else, it wouldn’t provide much protection from anything save for the sun and maybe some light rain. It certainly hadn’t protected the poor guard down the cliffs.

The shack wasn’t the only thing on the plateau. Six candles, all too weak to count as a real light source, were set around in a circle on the ground. In the very center, a small cage made of metal rattled back and forth. It was like a little birdcage built for a single tiny bird. Except it didn’t have a bird inside. It was a tiny… person. Maybe as tall as from the tips of Alyssa’s fingers to the base of her wrist. Pulling out her binoculars, it was definitely a person. A naked little man with iridescent wings that caught in the faint candlelight as it panicked in the cage. Despite throwing himself against the metal grating as hard as he could, it was barely enough to make a sound. Definitely far from enough force to actually tip it over.

“A fairy,” Tzheitza hissed, barely audible even with her being only inches away from Alyssa. “Don’t be meeting them eyes. They got mesmer magics. Mind and illusions. It’s what got the monsters acting smart.”

“It didn’t lock itself into that cage. Who is controlling it?”

“Don’t matter. Squash it and the monsters will lose.”

“Or, we could free him. He would be grateful and maybe just send the army away, saving tons of lives. And he could tell us who the actual perpetrators are?”

Tzheitza’s head whipped over to Alyssa. “Are ya addled in the head? Ya want to be enslaved to that thing? Don’t smallthink it because its small.” Looking back to the fairy, she tugged free an orb from her bandoleer. One that looked like it had fire trapped inside. “Na, it dies now.”

Before Alyssa could try to argue, the orb left Tzheitza’s fingers. It flew through the air on an arc straight to the poor fairy.

It didn’t make it to the ground. Ten feet away, the orb froze. The air around it shimmered into the form of a dark cloak with its hand outstretched. The figure pivoted on his foot and, like a baseball pitcher, tossed the orb from the rocky plateau. It exploded harmlessly a short distance away, filling the air with heat and the unpleasant scent of sulfur.

While Alyssa stared, stunned at the sudden appearance of someone else, Tzheitza already had her hand on another orb.

She didn’t get a chance to throw it.

Two more cloaked figures appeared on either side of the first. Both had cards in their hands. Alyssa couldn’t see a design in the dark, but it didn’t matter. “Spectral Chains!” they intoned as one. The cards vanished in minor flashes of light. Ethereal chains, glowing with a sickly green light, wrapped around both Alyssa and Tzheitza. They wrapped tight without making a noise, burning her skin like ice while pinning her arms to her side. She tried to struggle only to fall forward as the two people down below tugged on their end of the chains.

Alyssa pinched her eyes shut, wincing and preparing herself for the impact of the rapidly approaching ground.

But it never came.

“Fools,” a voice said, making Alyssa peek her eyes open.

The ground was close enough to her face that her hair, swinging forward, was brushing against the dirt. She sucked in a breath, realizing that the rest of her was floating a few inches in the air.

“You’ll kill us all if those orbs crack.” Whipping her head up to find the speaker, Alyssa scowled. It was the center-most of the three cloaked people. A man whose face she couldn’t see. He had his hand outstretched toward her… well, her and Tzheitza. A faint white glow clung to the tips of his fingers. He must have cast a spell. Some levitation magic. With a flick of his wrist, Alyssa found herself staring up at the stars.

Alyssa hit the ground a moment after. Hard. A sharp rock dug into her back and her head thumped against a rock, sending her vision askew for a second. To her side Tzheitza was snarling something undoubtedly unpleasant, but Alyssa couldn’t quite make any of it out. The woman had descended fully into potionspeak and Alyssa’s sudden headache wasn’t helping matters.

“Secure their weapons,” the man said, ignoring all of Tzheitza’s rambling. “And take care not to damage anything lest you destroy us all.”

            

    
        008.006 City Under Siege - The Burning Shadow

    
    
    
    
                The little guard shack on the Brechen Overlook had a small table inside. Where there once had been cards scattered all over its surface—playing cards, not the magical spell cards—there were now weapons. A bandoleer covered in orbs. Three daggers. A modern combat knife. Two pistols. An assortment of ammunition and a handful of Rank Zero spell cards. The only thing missing was Alyssa’s shotgun.

Of course, Alyssa’s captors hadn’t just left her with her primary weapon. The leader of the group was currently staring down its barrel. It was too much to hope for that he would shoot himself, unfortunately. She had always been told that it was the stupidest thing one could ever do with a gun and yet the cloaked man before her had been toying with the thing for five minutes without any accidental discharges. If only she had forgotten to put the safety on.

“Hmph.” The cloaked man stood. He held the shotgun with only one hand. Stretching his arm out, he aimed at Alyssa.

She stared back, defiant, ignoring the knot in her stomach. Even still, when he started to squeeze the trigger, she couldn’t help but flinch.

“Hmph,” the man grunted again when nothing happened. Thank… whatever deity that I put that safety on. That he hadn’t figured out the switch to turn it off was both a relief and not wholly unexpected. She had been watching him carefully ever since he started looking it over. “You will instruct me in using the artifact later on.”

Alyssa didn’t say anything back. She couldn’t. Tzheitza’s potionspeak got them both gagged with foul tasting cloth shoved into their mouths.

“Bercilak,” the only woman among the three humans said as she leaned away from a shallow bowl of water. “The force engaged with the Black Prince has been decimated. Losses are continuing for the monsters while slowing for the Lyrian defenders. At this rate, forty percent of our forces will be eliminated within the hour. Losses will increase at an exponential rate from then on.”

“Faster than expected,” the leader mumbled. Turning, he carefully placed the shotgun back on the table with Alyssa’s pistols. “Our vanguard was too slow in breaching the wall. Too many of the city guard followed him out, not knowing about the other threat to their city. It causes chaos, but chaos isn’t our goal…” He hummed to himself, crossing his arms over his chest. The dark robe made him look like some kind of Jedi. Or maybe a Sith. It would have been ridiculous in the modern world—just some edgy kid trying to act tough. But with the magic chains keeping Alyssa from moving, he might as well be an actual Sith. “The shadow assassins have infiltrated the city?”

Alyssa understood the two words individually, but apparently ‘shadow assassins’ meant something more to someone native to the world. Tzheitza stiffened and, even through the gag in her mouth, sucked in a heavy gasp of air. She tried to say something, but her muffled mumbles went unnoticed.

“They have,” the woman said. “All three groups are in place.”

“Pull the tertiary squad back, have them join with the Black Prince’s group.”

“But Bercilak, the Archbishop—”

“Doesn’t matter. He is a figurehead only. Killing Tenebrael’s bishop would be a blow to the city’s morale, but ultimately he doesn’t matter. He’s only a Rank One arcanist.” The way he said Tenebrael’s name was like the most vehement of swears. A mixture of hatred, disdain, and mocking sarcasm all in one. “Besides, the real priest is far south of this city.”

The woman started grinding her teeth together. Alyssa couldn’t see her face at all with the poor lighting and her low hood drawn over her head, but the way she squeezed her fists radiated anger.

“Morgan, calm yourself. I know how you feel. I feel the same. To strive; To struggle.”

“As God demands.”

Great, Alyssa suppressed a roll of her eyes as she thought. More religious nutsos. Apparently ones that didn’t believe in Tenebrael. Or perhaps they believed in her but just didn’t hold her in as high regard as the people of Lyria. She had thought the people of Teneville had been fairly intense in their worship, what with the human sacrifice and all… but at least Lazhar hadn’t been about to kill her even when he had been questioning her beliefs.

These people were launching a war on a city that held different beliefs than them. How barbaric. They were probably going to kill her as well, though her shotgun had apparently bought her some time.

Though she had to wonder if a religious war was the true purpose of their fight. Maybe the peons believed that, but there were enough examples on Earth where leaders used ideology they didn’t believe in to drive the masses. It might be power. It might be spices. It might be regular old food. Alyssa couldn’t know the truth without more information.

Unaware of Alyssa’s thoughts, Bercilak continued to placate the woman. “If we can kill the Black Prince and the head administrator of their Observatorium, our armies can march in uncontested. There will be no one strong enough remaining to oppose us. Then we can eliminate the bishops and priests. Perhaps even scour the very idea of Tenebrael from the face of this world.”

Morgan took a deep, shaky breath. Her voice trembled as she spoke. “You’re right. I apologize.”

“Forgiven. Now, redirect group three to the palace.”

“Yes, Bercilak,” Morgan said with a bow of her head. Standing from the bowl of water, she moved to the ring of candles. Just as there had been before the illusion had broken, a tiny person was trapped in a tiny cage. Unlike before Tzheitza had thrown her orb, he wasn’t struggling to break free of his cage. He had been pinned down to the floor of the cage like a butterfly might be pinned down in a display case. She leaned over and stared down at the diminutive being before taking a small canister from the folds in her robes. Pressing against the top sprayed a thin mist into the cage. “Fairy,” she said, voice stern. “S-Seven, S-Eight, and S-Nine to E-Five. Standby.”

The fairy gave no acknowledgment of his orders, but Morgan nodded in apparent satisfaction. She returned to the bowl of water.

Bercilak clasped his hands behind his back and walked over to his other compatriot. A man who, so far, had done nothing more than hold the ethereal chains. He hadn’t said a word and he hadn’t been spoken to. If not for his breathing and having seen him move, she might have thought he was a statue. But, just as Bercilak leaned over to speak to him, Morgan jumped up, nearly spilling her bowl of water as she moved.

“The Black Prince! He’s riding straight toward us.”

Clicking his tongue, Bercilak sighed. “I suppose he noticed the orb’s explosion after all. Very well, we cannot stay here. Ensure that the shadow assassins carry out their task then dispose of the fairy.”

Morgan nodded. As she ran back to the fairy, Bercilak reached into his robes and pulled out a series of cards.

“Message,” he intoned in a low voice. The first of the cards disappeared. “Liadri. Phase one complete. Phase two complete. Phase three compromised. Withdrawing.”

A movement behind Bercilak caught Alyssa’s attention as he spoke. The table had a few of the bullets and shotgun shells set out where he had been examining them. One of which tipped over. A gust of wind? Alyssa hadn’t felt anything. The air was still and had been all night. But the shotgun shell tipped over and rolled off the table, landing on the rock floor entirely unnoticed by anyone else. Bercilak had his eyes closed, Morgan was spraying more mist on the fairy, and the chain guy had the opening of his hood looking toward Alyssa and Tzheitza. Even Tzheitza was too busy glaring at Bercilak to notice.

The shotgun shell landed without a noise. It sat there for just a moment before the air shimmered.

Alyssa sucked in a breath. Kasita, wearing the same scandalous outfit she had worn at the whorehouse, stood just behind the table. With everyone’s back to her, she took the time to smile and wave at Alyssa before glancing down at the table. Straining, using both hands, she managed to pick up one of the pistols. The way her arms shook as she tried to hold the pistol just reinforced how inhuman she was. The men at the Waterhole had said she was weak, but even a child could hold a gun. Still, she managed to get it leveled at at the man holding the chains.

He was completely unaware, as were Bercilak and Morgan. Tzheitza finally noticed, she stilled and stared, but she couldn’t move or do anything.

And neither could Alyssa.

With the gag in her mouth, Alyssa couldn’t even shout a hint. With her arms bound by the chains, she couldn’t mime any assistance. Kasita was going to make the same mistake as Bercilak and not turn off the safety!

The snap crack of a gunshot rang through the air. Kasita flew off the edge of the cliff, taking the pistol with her. At the same time, the man she had been aiming at cried out in pain and shock. He hadn’t been fatally hit, but it was enough. The translucent chains around Tzheitza and Alyssa dispersed into the air, freeing them.

Tzheitza snapped into movement, tackling Bercilak to the ground and knocking away a deck of cards before he could draw any single spell. She started pummeling him with her bare fists. Alyssa, a bit slower to react, chose to tear the cloth out of her mouth first and foremost.

A mistake. Morgan spun around, only taking an instant to absorb the situation. Her eyes flashed dark gold and her hand clenched around a card she had drawn from somewhere in her robes. “Fireball!” she shouted.

Alyssa didn’t know why these people were saying their spells before they cast them, but she was definitely thankful. It gave her a slight moment to throw herself flat against the rock.

Burning heat scorched Alyssa’s back. It was like suddenly standing too close to a campfire if campfires were a hundred times hotter. The main heat lasted only a second, dissipating to a warm, uncomfortable air. Even with her face down and her hands over her head, Alyssa could still feel when the fire hit the stone. Bits of searing hot rubble rained down on her.

Gritting her teeth, Alyssa did her best to ignore it. She pushed through the pain and got to her feet before Morgan could fire off another spell. The table! It was only a few steps away. If she could just grab one of her weapons…

She made it two steps. The man who had been shot managed to recover enough to grasp at her. His fingers brushed over her shoulder, not quite gripping her but knocking her off balance enough to for her to stumble. Alyssa bumped into the weapon table, knocking a few of the loose bullets off. None of which turned into any mimics. She reached for the shotgun.

Something slammed into her from behind, knocking over the entire table. The rest of the bullets clattered to the rocky ground along with the shotgun and the remaining pistol. Alyssa fell along with it all, skinning her elbows on the edges of the table. As soon as she hit the ground, she rolled onto her back to see behind her.

The man was right on her feet, trying to pin her down. She kicked out, catching him in the arm and sending a deck of cards flying from the sleeve of his robe. With a snarl, he balled a fist and punched her right in the stomach.

Alyssa curled in on herself, coughing as she tried to breathe in with the wind knocked out of her. Her fingers grasped the rock and dirt, but she couldn’t reach her guns. The table had fallen over with her on one side and the weapons on the other. Instead, her fingers found the deck of cards. They were all fanned out, but kept together by a little metal ring like the kind one could find on a key chain.

Whipping back to face him, still barely able to breathe, she aimed the patterned sides of the cards at him. One of the several dozen cards had to be a fireball. She thought, considering for a bare instant a ball of fire. It didn’t take much imagination with how common such things were in movies. The second she had the image of a flaming ball of gas in her mind, a full quarter of the cards vanished from her fingertips.

She could see his eyes widening ever so slightly in the growing glow that formed between him and her outstretched hand. He let out a shout. With a rush of air, he vanished from atop her. The scream cut off abruptly.

Alyssa blinked twice, looking around for him, ready to defend herself if he tried attacking her.

 

It took a moment to realize that the streak of flame and smoke arcing through the sky was not Tenebrael or Iosefael. It was the man who had been pinning her down.

 

Shaking her head, Alyssa focused on the situation at hand. Morgan had chains around Tzheitza again, though the latter woman was still on top of Bercilak. Scurrying about to the other side of the table, she finally clasped her hands around her shotgun. The spell cards she had probably contained more of those ethereal chains. However, Alyssa didn’t have a clue how to properly work them. It might be possible to bumble into it as she had with the fireballs, but she could just as easily accidentally chain herself up. Better to use something that she knew how to operate.

The air had a musky heat to it that shouldn’t have been present with how cool nights were. Breathing in, trying to calm her trembling hands, tasted like a vacation to California in the summer. Alyssa wasn’t sure if it was the fireballs, some other magic, or if tonight was just a particularly hot night and she hadn’t noticed with all the excitement going on. Whatever the case, the brief moment of respite filled Alyssa with determination. Furrowing her brow, she flicked off the safety and popped up over the top of the toppled table.

Morgan had moved. One hand still held Tzheitza’s chains. A dagger in her other hand, high in the sky, was poised to come down on Tzheitza. The two were too close together for Alyssa to risk firing at Morgan. But Morgan’s arm…

Aiming higher than she really should in an attempt to keep Tzheitza from being hit, Alyssa fired.

Though she stumbled back and dropped the dagger, Morgan didn’t even make a noise. Alyssa couldn’t tell if her shot had hit or if the woman had merely been startled by the noise. Either way, Tzheitza was safe for now. From the dagger. Unfortunately, Morgan still held the chains. With the way she shifted her body, she hid fully behind Tzheitza, blocking off any further shots.

“Morgan… The Black… Prince…”

“Shhh. Don’t speak. We still have the upper hand. I’ll get you out—”

Tzheitza had done a number on Bercilak. Even though she was mostly off him, he hadn’t lifted an arm. His face, beaten to a pulp, looked like someone had taken a meat tenderizer to him. Both of his eyes were puffed out and swollen shut, blood flowed freely from his nose, his lips were shreds where Tzheitza had broken the skin against his teeth, and, as he opened his mouth, Alyssa could see several broken or missing teeth as well.

“Can’t… be captured. Escape. Or… die.”

“Do not move!” There was a tremble in Alyssa’s voice as she spoke. It didn’t sound convincing. Like a child trying to act older than they were.

Apparently, Morgan felt the same way. She took a step backward, then another step. With Tzheitza still between them, Alyssa couldn’t even fire. Morgan backed up one more time. Her feet were right at the edge of the plateau.

Her hand darted into the sleeve of her robe. “Recall!” she cried, turning as she drew a card. Before Alyssa could do anything, Morgan leaped from the edge.

Still holding the chains.

The ethereal links around Tzheitza pulled taut. With an audible “Hurk—” Tzheitza flew back, yanked off Bercilak. The chains faded out, dispersing as they had after Kasita fired at the first man. But Tzheitza continued to tumble and roll. She slipped over the edge before Alyssa could even move a muscle.

Alyssa sprinted around the table, running to try to… she didn’t know what. Catch Tzheitza? The potioneer was already over the edge. Gone without so much as a shout.

Instead of continuing, she skidded to a stop near Bercilak. He had finally rolled over, stretching out his hand for the deck of cards he had lost. Alyssa reached down and plucked it away before he could get his fingers around the key ring.

As soon as the spells were out of his reach, he slumped over, apparently losing all motivation to continue moving. What an idiot. Did he not have any spares? As soon as she considered the possibility, Alyssa started eying his hands. Both were out in the open not moving… anywhere, really. He was just breathing heavily.

She didn’t know what to do. The Black Prince was on his way, according to Morgan. She didn’t really want to meet him, but she couldn’t just run off. Bercilak might get up and… do something nefarious. The fairy was still alive in its cage. Alyssa wasn’t sure what to do there. As much as she wanted to go up and let it go, she couldn’t discount Tzheitza’s warning about it mind controlling her if freed. Given her earlier experience with Rizk nearly killing her, she was inclined to trust Tzheitza’s instincts. But Tzheitza, she had fallen off the edge. Was she still alive? What if she needed help? And Kasita fell off the opposite side. With the pistol. Losing that was… unacceptable.

Slowly, Alyssa edged back toward the table and the side where Kasita had fallen.

“If you have… any mercy… kill me now.”

Bercilak’s words stopped her cold before she could move more than three steps away. He hadn’t moved. Even his fingertips were still resting against the ground right where they had lost their motivation. He just breathed with a slight whistle in his broken teeth.

“The royal family will torture me… keep me from dying as long as possible… before sending me to their demon goddess. Please.”

“Tenebrael?” Alyssa said, uncertain. The Observatorium listed demonic phenomena right in its title as things that it observed, but Irulon had Tenebrael’s eye tattoos. She couldn’t picture the Pharaoh’s daughter worshiping Tenebrael while the rest of the family worshiped demons. That combined with the fact that Alyssa had thought of Tenebrael as a demon more than once made her ask just to be certain. Bercilak didn’t actually respond to her question, but the way his muscles tensed was answer enough. “I think Tenebrael will eat you after you die regardless of the how or when.”

He coughed twice, spitting a bit of blood and a tooth to the ground. “Your beliefs… are not mine… but even if that’s true, I’d rather go quick than suffer torture for months.”

For a moment, just a bare instant, Alyssa felt sorry for him. A loud crack off the edge of the plateau stole her attention, forcing her eyes back to the burning fields and literal war going on just outside the city walls. “No,” she said, gritting her teeth together. “You just unleashed a monster army—a mind controlled monster army no less—on a city of at least mostly innocent people. For what? Because you don’t like Tenebrael? I don’t like her either but you don’t see me destroying people’s lives and ruining people’s peaceful nights. I didn’t want to come out here today. I didn’t want to get captured and probably end up killing that one guy. I just wanted to find a safe place to relax for a few hours! You and your… friends and your little war. You deserve whatever you get.”

A heavy thud on the end of the plateau shook the ground. Alyssa stumbled, grabbing hold of the outstretched leg of the toppled table for support. When she turned to the noise, she found herself face to face with teeth.

 

Sharp pointed teeth. Each as long as one of her fingers. Rows and rows of them with a thick red tongue moving behind them.

 

Alyssa let out a shriek as a thick blast of hot air slammed into her face. It was like another fireball passed her, but with no fire. She caught a glimpse of yellow eyes with a single black slit down the middle as the head turned to reveal its rider.

The Black Prince, dark armor and glowing sword, towered over her. The raptor, and the prince himself, were taller up close. Much taller. Alyssa lost the strength in her knees, compounding his height as she fell backward against the toppled table.

But he didn’t have eyes for her. The thin slit of his visor was aimed squarely at Bercilak. Even the monster he rode had lost interest in her. As one, they stomped across the suddenly much narrower plateau until the raptor’s sharp talons dug into Bercilak’s thigh. The man screamed out in pain, but no one reacted to it. Swinging a leg over the raptor’s spikes, The Black Prince dismounted and stooped over the whimpering man.

“Yes,” he said, voice deep as the night with a metallic reverberation from his helmet. “A quick death would be far too kind for you.”

            

    
        008.007 City Under Siege - The Black Prince

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa stumbled over her words again and again. Every mess-up only served to make her more nervous, resulting in more and more mistakes. She wasn’t even sure if she was still intelligible, but the prince hadn’t interrupted her so she hadn’t stopped.

When the Black Prince had first turned to her and asked what had happened, she had nearly fainted. It was like being addressed by Darth Vader. He had such an imposing presence. An aura of terror radiated from his armor, filling her with a dread that she hadn’t even felt while captured. Bercilak and his cronies were just regular people in bath robes compared to Brakkt, the Black Prince. Even now, she could just picture him stretching out a hand in a pincer grip and saying, ‘I find your stuttered explanation disturbing.’

A flash of light behind him made Alyssa pause and wince. Tenebrael and Iosefael were still at it. Alyssa had been trying to ignore it. It wasn’t like she could intervene even if she wanted to—which she kind of did, she definitely wanted Tenebrael to win the battle if only because Tenebrael didn’t want to kill her. But monstrous didn’t even begin to describe their fight. Trolls and goblins were at least bound by the laws of physics and a mortal coil. Those two were… not. According to both angels, they were forbidden from harming mortals, so Alyssa could theoretically get between them. However, that on its own was a problem. They were moving around so fast that they might as well be teleporting.

“Impressive,” The Black Prince said, deep voice resonating from his helmet. “Most impressive. Unfortunate that you could not capture the others as well, but one will suffice.”

Apparently, he had taken her pause for the conclusion of her explanation. How far had she even got in the story? Far enough for him to know that Morgan escaped, at the very least. Oh well, that was close enough to the end for her. Alyssa was just glad that he turned his helmet away from her.

The raptor—The draken snorted out another blast of hot air. Laughing? Alyssa just glared, glad it was on the opposite side of the small plateau. It could probably cross the distance in an instant and eat her whole before she could blink, but it was too busy keeping a moaning Bercilak pinned to the ground.

“Fairy,” Brakkt said, picking up the cage and rocking it back and forth. The poor creature inside crashed from wall to wall even though he wasn’t using much force. “Remove the—” He cut himself off with a “Gahk!” and staggered.

A low ticking noise came from the depths of the draken’s throat. Its yellow eyes narrowed, looking at the Black Prince.

Closing his fist, Brakkt partially crushed the cage. “Do not try your tricks on me, fairy.” His words came out in a low growl, even deeper than his normal voice. James Earl Jones had nothing on this guy. Even without his words being directed at her, Alyssa still shuddered. “Remove the shadow assassins from the city. Send them to the river and drown them. Do this and I’ll consider letting you live. Disobey or try to mesmerize me again and I will crush your skull.” As far as she could tell, the fairy didn’t respond. None of its movements indicated that it understood. It just cowered from its partially collapsed cage. But apparently it managed to satisfy the Black Prince. He nodded his head, moved back to the draken, and placed the fairy into one of the saddle’s side bags.

When he withdrew his hand, he pulled out a small golden coin. Not like the monetary coins, which were rectangular. This was circular with a few holes in it, creating the pattern of… Tenebrael’s eye tattoo. Someone must have described that tattoo in one of Lazhar’s sacrifices—or his predecessors—and it had spread far and wide, becoming a symbol of both her and the royal family. He held it up, showing it off for a moment before he held it out.

“A commendation. Perhaps less than what you deserve, but there is little time. I must return this scum to the palace. Find out what he knows and whether there are more attacks on the way.”

“Ah, no, that’s perfectly understandable,” Alyssa said, watching as he slung Bercilak over the draken’s back, not caring that the robe probably barely protected him from the spines. He jumped up into the saddle immediately after.

“I am sorry for your friends, though I did not sense any bodies at the bottom. Perhaps they survived?” Leaving her with that rhetorical question, he gripped the handles at the front of the saddle. As soon as he did so, without kicking his heels or any verbal commands, the draken took off, leaping from the plateau as if it wasn’t a million miles high.

There was no sound of the creature landing in the distance. It left nothing behind but a slight rustling in the otherwise still air. As soon as that died down, Alyssa was left entirely alone.

But no bodies? He probably hadn’t been specifically looking for them, but still, maybe they were alive. Kasita wasn’t even human. A fall from the cliff wouldn’t hurt a shotgun shell. If she turned into one, she would survive… probably.

First thing first, Alyssa moved around the toppled table and picked up her pistol. The drop scuffed up the metal ever so slightly, but guns were hardier than that. With the flashlight from the satchel, she collected as many of the scattered bullets as she could find. Most had been left in the pouch, so there wasn’t too much to grab. Some had surely gone off the edge. Recovering them would be impossible even in the bright of day, not that she intended to return here anytime soon. Both Bercilak and his henchman’s deck of spell cards went into the satchel. Even if Tenebrael didn’t return her phone soon, at least she would have those to look over.

Alyssa glanced up to the sky again. Did those two even have endurance? Would they stop any time soon? What exactly constituted as victory between two beings of such a power? Maybe she should try to intervene. Somehow. Maybe a fireball blasted in their direction would catch their attention long enough for… something.

She’d think about it when it came up.

For now, the real people mattered. Tzheitza and Kasita. Grabbing Tzheitza’s potion bandoleer and slinging it over her shoulder, Alyssa took off in a careful jog. She used the beaten trail, the one she and Tzheitza had left behind upon finding the soldier’s body. It was a much safer trail and a much less climby one, so no risk of accidentally crushing the orbs against the hard rock.

She continued down the path, past the body, until she heard a pained moan above her. Whipping around her flashlight, she found her. “Tzheitza?”

The older woman sat atop a rock, leaning against another. Her face and arms looked a lot like Bercilak after she had finished with him, bruised, swolen, and bloodied, though also covered in gravel. A large gash on her forehead leaked blood all down the front of her face. The leather apron she wore was torn in several places as were the rest of her clothes, but considering the damage to it, it had to have protected her a great deal. Her fingers were the worst. She must have clawed into the weather-worn rock face in an attempt to slow her fall, but hadn’t managed to touch the stone until she had already been falling. Three of the fingers on her left hand were twisted and broken. Two on her right hand were missing their fingernails entirely.

“Are you… You’re not alright. We need to get you to a hospital.”

“Potion.” She spat a lob of blood to the side. “Rejuvenation potion.”

A healing potion. Of course healing potions existed. Why should they not? But, looking down at the myriad colors, Alyssa had no idea which one was which.

“The blue one,” Tzheitza added.

That narrowed it down a bit, but there were still a couple of blue potions. One a frosty blue that was cold to the touch—probably not that one—another in a deep royal blue shade and finally a lighter sky blue.

“The lighter one.”

“Right.” Now that she looked at it a little closer, she noticed that its cap was a bit different than the others. The hooks that attached the orbs to the bandoleer on the others looked like they pulled off. Maybe starting some sort of fuse given how they seemed to explode by shattering the glass rather than because the glass shattered. This one clearly had been designed to twist off. Which Alyssa promptly did. Letting Tzheitza try to uncap it with her broken fingers just made her shudder at the thought. “Here you go.”

Instead of drinking it, as Alyssa had expected her to do, Tzheitza accepted it with her less broken hand and dumped a few droplets onto her twisted fingers. The effect was instant. Her fingers twisted around on their own with a sickening crack that made Alyssa wince. The torn skin mended as Alyssa watched. Skin on one side latched on to the other in thin sinews. They slowly widened, thickening and fully healing the wound. As soon as her hand was back to normal, Tzheitza poured a few more drops on her leg, which Alyssa hadn’t even noticed until now. The bone in her thigh jutted out, not breaking the skin but creating a large and plainly obvious lump. Apparently the potion did not need direct contact with the bone as the liquid soaked in.

Tzheitza let out a pained groan as the bone audibly snapped back into place. Once there, she experimentally kicked her leg a few times. Apparently satisfied with the healing job, she slowly and carefully—far more so than any other movement she had made since Alyssa met her—slid off the rock to land near Alyssa. She groaned again at the impact, doubling over as she half-collapsed against the wall. After a moment of rest, she put her weight fully on both feet. She didn’t stand up completely straight, but she was standing.

The whole time Alyssa couldn’t help the grimace on her face. On one hand, Tzheitza was back on her feet only a minute or two after taking the potion. On the other hand, everything Alyssa knew told her that the older woman needed splints, disinfectants, casts, bandages, probably several shots, and maybe even surgery.

Alyssa was glad that she had come out of this ordeal with nothing more than a few scrapes on her elbows. They stung, yes, but she would live.

Though she might need to dab some disinfectant on her wounds back when she got back to her gear.

To her surprise, Tzheitza apparently had enough of the magical healing cure. She grabbed at the cap for the potion, screwed it on, then took her bandoleer back from Alyssa.

“What happened?” she said through grit teeth, still obviously in pain.

“The Prince showed up. Took Bercilak to the palace. I assume the woman disappeared?” Recall sounded like a teleport spell of some sort. Given that Alyssa couldn’t see any bodies lying around the area, she probably hadn’t been killing herself.

“Ye had a mimic in yer bag.” Tzheitza said the word with significant derision. Maybe it was just the pain speaking through the clenched teeth, but it almost sounded like she snarled.

“I didn’t know!” And that was the honest truth. “But are you really going to argue about it? She freed us. We probably would have both died and they would all have escaped before the prince showed up.”

Tzheitza reached out, grasping Alyssa’s shoulder with her renewed hand. “Ye can’t trust mimics. They’re deceitful by nature. Even with how weak they are, they can be dangerous as ye saw.”

“I don’t trust her. I only just met her today at a whorehouse—” As soon as Alyssa spoke, she winced, realizing how that must sound. “Look, it’s a long story. But I need to find her—or her body—if only to find my gun. I can’t let that out of my sight for long… Shouldn’t you take more of that potion?” Alyssa asked, trying to change the subject for a moment. “You still don’t look so well.”

Tzheitza glared, but released Alyssa’s shoulder. “Too expensive. Even for me. Don’t want to waste the rest unless I’m immobile or dying.” She tried to stand up straight again, but failed, clutching at her side with a grimace.

“Are you sure?”

“I’m fine!” she snapped. “Just need some rest.”

“Okay,” Alyssa said, keeping her voice calm. “Go ahead and take a seat. I need to…” If Tzheitza had fallen here… Glancing up, Alyssa nodded her head. This was directly under the side of the plateau. As Kasita had fallen from the opposite side, she shouldn’t be far away. “Kasita!” she called out in a whisper-shout. There weren’t any goblins or trolls around and she didn’t think that any would show up anytime soon, but she didn’t need to go around yelling at the top of her lungs. The flashlight was bad enough as it was.

Sweeping said flashlight around the area, Alyssa moved until she was where she thought Kasita should have fallen. Then she began her search in full. There were a number of sagebrush bushes and patches of dry-grass making the search much more difficult than it needed to be. At the very least, there wasn’t a body anywhere. Had Kasita been a human, Alyssa would have said that she had survived the fall and wandered off. But as a mimic, her human body wasn’t her real body. For all Alyssa knew, her real body was the size of an ant. Changing tracks, Alyssa started searching less for people and more for impact sites. Disturbed dirt or broken branches on plants. Something along those lines.

She finally found it. It took ten minutes of searching, but she spotted it. One of the sagebrush bushes was a wreck. Whereas most branches were pointed toward the sky, a large chunk of them on this bush were bent to one side. It had taken so long because it was actually a fair distance from where she had expected Kasita to have fallen. Now that she thought about it, the mimic had been knocked pretty far back to have fallen off the ledge in the first place. Still no body, but right in the middle of it all was a shining metallic glint caught in the flashlight’s beam. Alyssa reached past the brambles and pulled out her pistol.

The safety was off. It was the first thing she noticed. Trying to flick it back on didn’t work. It wouldn’t budge. Damaged in the fall? She just about holstered it anyway—the gun shouldn’t go off accidentally with the holster protecting the trigger—but she hesitated. This seemed all too familiar, too suspicious. Even more suspicious was the fact that she couldn’t remove the magazine either.

Leaning in close, she whispered, “Fool me once, shame on me. Fool me twice, and I’ll toss you into a meat grinder.”

Cold metal twitched in her fingers. Alyssa dropped the gun, taking a step back as she moved. The gun shimmered. Just as with the shotgun shell, Kasita took its place an instant after. She had her lips pursed into the biggest pout. Crossing her arms, she stared.

“I was hiding for a reason,” she said, still pouting. “I don’t think she’ll take too kindly to my existence.”

Alyssa glanced back. Tzheitza was out of sight, slightly around a few rocks, hopefully taking a rest or applying more of that blue goop. “Uh huh. Where’s my gun?”

“Oh yes! You’re very welcome for saving your life. What’s that? Am I okay after that fall? A bit scraped and scuffed, but I’ll be fine, thank you for asking. It really shows you care.”

“I’ll thank you for returning my gun. If you’ve hidden it and were just going to let me leave it here, thinking you were my gun, I’ll—”

“Ufu~ Such a single-track mind. I have it right here.” Kasita pressed both hands against her chest. And she didn’t stop there. Her skin and clothes shimmered as her hands reached beneath the surface. Gripping the barrel, the mimic withdrew the gun from inside herself.

As soon as Alyssa had it in her hands, she flicked on the safety and placed it securely into her holster. But she couldn’t help but stare at where Kasita was now rubbing her chest. There were no holes or blemishes on the woman’s skin or clothes. She looked just as she had the moment Alyssa met her. “You had it inside you?”

“Of course I did. Have you ever held something heavy with your arms stretched fully out? It’s easier to carry if you hold it closer to your chest, right? I just take that logic one step further.”

“But inside you? How does that… How does that even work? It was inside you when you were appearing as the gun, right?” Maybe it was a fool’s errand, asking about how a magical creature works their magic, but really, who could resist? The danger had passed and Alyssa had all her possessions back on her. Even the noise of battle was lessening in the distance. The Black Prince must have ordered around the fairy some more. With all that out of the way, Alyssa found herself curious once again about the specific workings of the world around her.

“I’m a mimic,” Kasita said with a shrug, as if that answered everything. “My body is an illusion. A tangible one, but an illusio—”

The very ground shuddered underneath them. A light flashed across the sky so bright that, even with her back to the source, Alyssa found herself blinking away afterimages burned into her retinas. Turning with a snarl, Alyssa stared up into the sky. She had relaxed too early. Of course it wasn’t over until those two idiots stopped fighting. What were they doing anyway? That had been an earthquake. It wasn’t like the sights and sounds that only Alyssa could see. It had been a real honest earthquake that people had felt. If it was just her, she might have been able to ignore it as another thing that only she could perceive, but Kasita had been able to feel it too or she wouldn’t have stopped talking.

They were forbidden from killing people. What if some poor person tripped, fell, and broke their neck because of that? What if one of the towers crumbled and crashed down on a city block!

They needed to stop. They needed to be stopped.

The question was how?

            

    
        009.001 Interlude - Iosefael

    
    
    
    
                This was such a bad idea. Such a bad idea. The worst part: She had known it was a bad idea well before trying anything. But what was she supposed to do? Go to the Astral Authority? There was a good chance they wouldn’t act with how… chaotic things had been in the past few thousand years. And if they did act… Tenebrael could disappear.

She didn’t want that.

They were friends. They had been friends and Iosefael wanted to believe that they still were.

Which was why this was up to her. She didn’t know if this world could be salvaged. Tene had diverged from the Plan. What would that do to the denizens? She didn’t know. Such a thing had never happened before. The Plan was the Plan. Regardless, something had to be done. What that something was, she could discuss with Tenebrael once she finally got her fellow angel to see reason.

A goal that was looking less and less likely as more time passed.

Iosefael stopped high above the city, taking a deep breath. Air was meaningless for angels, but the mental strain of constantly fighting necessitated a short break. A breather, as the humans said. Humans had lots of fun phrases like that. Angels didn’t. There weren’t a lot of angels, compared to mortals, and they were not even half as social. It had been a thousand years since she had last seen Tenebrael and that felt so recent to her. If a human went a thousand years without seeing one of their friends… well, they would be dead because humans don’t live that long.

Lower down, standing on the tip of one of the taller human structures around, Tenebrael looked none the worse for wear. She had been flying around just as much as Iosefael, though she really had only attacked every now and again. But Iosefael hadn’t been able to touch her. Tenebrael managed to defend everything, whether it be magical or her weapons, like a piece of cake. Part of it, Iosefael knew, was her extra wings. Tenebrael had been afforded more authority to carry out her duties. With more authority came more capacity and capability.

But that didn’t explain her utter disregard for how she was fighting. Even when Iosefael tossed out a mere Smite spell that would never seriously harm a Dominion of Tenebrael’s power, Tenebrael formed a fully fledged reflective shell with predictive calculations in an attempt to hit her again—even though a smite would barely sting even against a lowly Principality. She shouldn’t be able to do that. Even Cherubim would be hard pressed to reflect every attack. Seraphim maybe, but a Seraphim likely wouldn’t need to reflect many attacks. The battle simply wouldn’t continue that long.

“Can you hear it?”

Iosefael shook her head. Her fatigue must be getting to her. Standing so still, stuck in her thoughts for so long, Tenebrael could easily have tethered her down just as she had back in the tomb on Earth. But Tene hadn’t. So, despite her instincts telling her otherwise, Iosefael cocked her head to listen.

The air was still with little wind or movement. Seemingly no insects either—no locusts chirping or bugs buzzing—but Tenebrael probably wasn’t talking about such small things. Fire crackled somewhere beneath her. The fields and a few homes in the city were burning. Both came with shouts, cries, pained moans, metal striking metal, metal biting into flesh, breaking bones… It was a war. But Iosefael knew that. She had known before the fight started that the humans of this world were battling with remnants of the Age of Legends.

It wasn’t until she started listening deeper that she realized… there was something that she couldn’t hear that should be present in a situation like this.

“You’ve come at a poor time to do your… whatever it is you think you’re doing.”

“Tene…”

“The humans you love so much are dying. Their souls are crying out for release, screaming in pain while trapped in their battered and broken bodies. And they’re going to continue to wallow in their agony until you give up. But, take your time. It doesn’t matter to me if they have to experience their bodies rotting after decades of being buried in the ground.”

“Tene, where are their prayers?” This was a battle. Even if everyone was a staunch atheist, someone would still utter even a sarcastic prayer.

But there was nothing.

Just utter silence.

“Oh, there are plenty of prayers. Just not to anyone you’re listening for. Well, unless you count me,” Tenebrael said with a chuckle.

Iosefael gripped her sword and spear, curling her fingers around the hafts tighter than before. She opened her mouth, but Tenebrael spoke first.

“You’re fighting for nothing, you know that right? Literally nothing.”

“That’s—”

“Do you know the meaning of futility?”

That made her pause again. What kind of question was that? Of course she knew what futility meant.

“Not the word futility,” she said as soon as Iosefael opened her mouth. “The feeling of being utterly helpless, of having a goal yet knowing that no matter what you do, you’ll never be able to reach it.” Her eyes, glowing their radiant white, locked on to Iosefael.

For just an instant, something broke inside Iosefael. An aching deep within her very being. Staring down at Tenebrael, she couldn’t quite understand why she felt that way. Her fellow angel was going against everything. Iosefael could not understand why. The Plan had been laid out in clear lines. Everything needed to go as preordained. But Tenebrael had this haunting sadness lining her features that Iosefael just couldn’t ignore. It almost, almost, made Iosefael lower her weapons.

Tenebrael sighed and the moment was lost. “No,” she said. “Of course you haven’t. You’ve never had a personal desire in your entire existence, have you?”

“I want you to stop! I want the Tene I used to know to come back.”

Wings spreading wide, Tenebrael left the top of the tower in a blinding flash. Iosefael couldn’t react before something slammed into her back, right between her wings.

She fell like a meteor, slamming into a city street. Cracks spread out in the dirt. Buildings rattled and shook from the shock wave. Iosefael blinked twice, staring up at the stars and the ring in the sky, not quite understanding what had happened. Two bright lights moved into her field of vision. Gigantic stars.

No. Her vision sharpened. They weren’t stars. Tenebrael stood above her, looking down.

“I’ve sullied your beautiful feathers. I’m sorry. But I’m going to get a little serious now. This has gone on long enough and I’m just so busy at the moment. All these souls need collecting and I’ve still got to go back to Earth and puppet around that disgusting corpse.”

Iosefael moved, recalculating her position in this world. She thrust out her spear to where Tenebrael’s back should have been only to skewer naught but air. Wings carrying her back into the sky without even a glance around to find the missing angel, she continually turned to keep from being surprised. But Tenebrael had vanished completely. She wasn’t down, she wasn’t up.

Had she fled? Gone back to Earth?

That didn’t fit with what she had said.

A golden glow enveloped her sword and the glove wrapped around her arm as Iosefael began simulating potential futures in an attempt to locate the other angel. As with so many spells on this world, her attempt fizzled out and failed before she could even catch a glimpse. Even trying to project her own future in an attempt to discover when she would next be attacked failed just the same.

Lost and confused, Iosefael couldn’t understand. Was it Tenebrael? This world? Both? Or something else entirely. She tried scanning for holy presences. She showed up right where she should be, so it worked at the very least. But only for her. Nothing else. No Angels, no Archangels, no other Principalities, and, of course, no Dominions. What had happened to them all? As a Dominion, Tenebrael should have had several Third Sphere angels working under her.

Disappeared? They couldn’t be. Such a shock would have shook the First Sphere into action, even in their current state. Had she simply never used her authority to recruit any in the first place?

Iosefael turned to the battle outside the city. It looked like it was ending, but without projections of the future, she couldn’t know for certain. Even with it ending, people had died. People whose souls, as Tenebrael had said, were crying out in agony. Without any Principalities in the world, their collection would be up to Tenebrael alone.

Such a daunting task. Managing an entire world on her own? How had she managed all this time? It wasn’t as populated as Earth, true, but people still died almost constantly around the planet. And that was just soul collection. There were so many other duties under a Dominion’s wings…

The closest soul was almost directly beneath her. She couldn’t help it. Iosefael started drifting lower to the ground. It was her duty as a Principality to guide and help souls to escape their mortal confines. To take them where they needed to go, wherever that may be.

He was an older man, dead from several puncture wounds. Knives perhaps. Too small to be swords, no arrows were sticking out, and this world had no guns. Well, she supposed that last one wasn’t quite true. But it obviously hadn’t been a gun. He was slumped over, face down, in front of a locked wooden door. A grimy key lay in the dirt not far away.

Letting go of her spear, which disappeared the moment it lost contact with her fingers, Iosefael stretched her hand out to the body.

“So predictable.”

Iosefael’s head snapped to the side. She barely caught a glimpse of Tenebrael before she found herself thrown backward, tossed through the brick wall into the home. It didn’t stop there. Three more walls crumbled to dust as she passed through them. There was a brief reprieve as she passed through a street before she crashed through another home.

She skidded to a stop inside the home. People were screaming. Humans. They couldn’t see her, but she hadn’t phased through the walls as she might otherwise have been able to. Being knocked around kept her from processing the intangibility required for each wall.

“I leave you alone for one moment and what do you do? You revert to your duties. Did you forget about me? Did you think that I had forgotten about you?” Tenebrael shook her head, stepping across the room while ignoring the humans as they fled from the one-room home. “Why did you do that? Why did you not continue searching for me?” She reached out, black fingernails glinting from a light no human would have been able to see.

Iosefael’s eyes widened. The spell forming in a mystic circle around Tenebrael’s hand was about to blast her hard enough to send her through every building in the city ten times over. Calculating a new location wouldn’t finish before the spell. Wincing, she scrunched her eyes shut as she prepared for the impact.

The impact never came.

“Oh my,” Tenebrael said, genuine surprise in her voice. It was enough to make Iosefael open her eyes again.

Tenebrael stood right where she had been, right in the center of the room. However, her hands were at her sides. Not by choice. Transparent chains were wrapped around her chest, pinning both her arms and wings down. She was just staring downward at herself, completely perplexed.

Not knowing what was going on but also not willing to question her luck, Iosefael jumped to her feet and readied her sword. She took one step forward only to trip. Her arms snapped to her sides as her face slammed into the floor. Flipping onto her back, she managed to look at herself. The same translucent chains were tangled around her.

“You two idiots are going to destroy the whole city!”

That voice sounded familiar. “Alyssa Meadows?” Rolling over again, she managed to locate the human in question. Alyssa Meadows stood in the gap left behind from when Iosefael blew through the house. She wasn’t alone either. Two other people were with her. Well, for varying definitions of people. One of them wasn’t a human. It was another Age of Legends relic.

Neither the relic nor the non-Alyssa human were looking directly at her. They could see the chains, but their eyes, like all mortal eyes, glazed over Iosefael’s form.

“Whasat? Shadow assassins?”

“No, it’s…” Alyssa trailed off with a sigh. “It’s a long story. A story that’s destroying the city.” Turning away from the injured human, Alyssa narrowed her eyes, glancing between Iosefael and Tenebrael. “I’m lucky you idiots were down on the ground. I wouldn’t have been able to catch you if you were high in the sky. Of course, you probably wouldn’t have been destroying anything at that altitude so I wouldn’t have cared, but that’s beside the point.”

Tenebrael flexed her wings, shattering the chains in the process. “How did you do that?” she said, completely ignoring Iosefael.

Alyssa lost her glare. As Tenebrael looked at her, she actually took a step back. “I don’t know. Honest. I didn’t even know if it would work, but it was all I could try,” she said, words coming out faster and faster. Tenebrael moved just a half step closer. Alyssa took another full step back. “And I had to try something because your fight is definitely going to harm humans. You two are worse than the stupid trolls! Aren’t you not supposed to do that?”

Seeing her friend escape so easily, Iosefael struggled, pressing against the bindings. They held tight. Maybe even getting tighter. She twisted in the chains for another minute before realizing how foolish she was being. Why bother fighting the magic when she could simply relocate somewhere where the chains weren’t! She set herself a new spatial manifestation point just above her current position in the relative universe and moved to it.

Except the view didn’t change at all. She was still on the floor, wrapped up in ghostly chains. “What? Why?” Pressing her wings against the chains as Tenebrael had done still didn’t budge them. She couldn’t summon her sword or her spear and the chains just kept sticking around her! “It’s not fair.”

“Hush, Iose. Whining is unbecoming.” After that short beratement, Tenebrael vanished and reappeared right in front of Alyssa. The human let out a short shriek and tried to jump back, but Tenebrael wrapped her fingers around her hand. The same hand that held Iosefael’s chains. “Don’t let go of the spell or I might have to fight her again. You wouldn’t want that, would you? Just let me look at this for a moment. Don’t worry, I’m not going to hurt my little reaper.”

Iosefael clamped her mouth shut as Tenebrael began her work. She started out with a few analysis spells. Things not commonly used in the modern age. Back when miracles were slightly more commonplace, analysis spells were needed. Performing miracles was a bit tricky without knowing exactly what was wrong with someone. Nowadays, they might be used to give a doctor some divine inspiration, saving a patient’s life by discovering what was wrong with them. Even those were fairly rare. No scheduled divine inspirations had been noted in Iosefael’s book in well over one hundred years. They just weren’t needed in the modern age.

“Are you alright?” the older human asked. She looked… nervous, if Iosefael had to put a word to it. That wasn’t even taking her fairly extensive injuries into account. How was she standing without groaning in pain? Her eyes were darting around the room. Every time they flicked one way, they paused on Iosefael before moving somewhere else. She held a little round glass jar tightly between her fingers. It had some sort of spell trapped inside, but it was so mutated that Iosefael couldn’t tell what it was without proper analysis.

The sight of it did make Iosefael sigh. Only select few humans throughout Earth’s history had direct access to magic. The number could be counted on one hand, to use a human phrase. There were more who thought they had magic, but whose magic had been nearby angels doing everything. The fact that this human had corrupted spells in little jars was just a testimony to how wrong this world was. Alyssa, who Iosefael was absolutely certain had never used magic before, was yet another example.

Her view of the far side of the room vanished. The relic stepped up, obscuring everything further away. It looked like a human right now, but that wasn’t its true form. More curiously, it was staring right at Iosefael.

No. It couldn’t be. Human or not, it wasn’t seeing her.

The relic stretched out a hand, passing it right through Iosefael’s chest.

That was a close one. With how much her magic had been failing, she wasn’t sure that she would even be intangible. But she was, so there was nothing to worry about. Well, except for the chains. If she was intangible, why wasn’t she passing through them? It just wasn’t fair. She had obviously gotten the short end of the stick.

“There is something here,” the relic said, pulling back its hand. “But I can’t tell what.”

“Ain’t asking your opinion, mimic.”

“Please, let’s not start fighting again,” Alyssa said. “Are you almost done yet? What are you doing? Let go of my hand!”

Surprising Iosefael, Tenebrael complied. “This spell,” she said slowly, glancing to Iosefael, “is nothing like the one I used on you in the tomb. It shouldn’t even be able to touch the lowliest of angels, let alone a Principality.”

“Then why am I stuck?” Iosefael said, once again renewing her struggles to escape.

“It’s unbecoming to whine,” Tenebrael said again.

“I’m not whining!”

“Your inability to escape is likely my doing. Divine magic is… corrupted here. And I wasn’t just knocking you around, you know. Every time I touched you, I sapped just a little hope from your body. After all, I wasn’t going to beat you with pure kinetic—”

“Te—” Alyssa hesitated, glancing to the other human in the room. “Look, can you just leave? And take her with you. I’m tired. I’m upset. This has been an exceedingly long day for me and I’m not even one of the poor people out fighting monsters who have to come back to their destroyed homes because of you idiots. And I don’t need you two destroying the city before I can even take a quick nap!”

“That is something I can agree with, I suppose.” Tenebrael raised a hand, not even commenting on the fact that the human had insulted her several times since showing up as she aimed at Iosefael. A mystic circle formed at her fingertips. This time, it wasn’t one that could blast her to the moon. It was designed for teleportation. Chained up, unable to perform magic, Iosefael could do nothing but squeeze her eyes shut as the world around her lurched.

When she opened her eyes again, she found herself in a room as dark as the abyss. Her chains were gone, but there was nowhere to go. Iosefael couldn’t even tell that there were walls until she bumped a hand into them. They didn’t have doors or windows. Without a reference to her surroundings, relocating herself might end up with her in a wall. It wouldn’t actually hurt her, but it could destabilize whatever building she was in, bringing it down upon any nearby humans. Although somewhat hopeless, she did have one option left.

To leave Tenebrael’s world. To leave and return to the Throne. Or just to Earth. Either would work.

Clasping her hands together as if in prayer, Iosefael bowed her head and closed her eyes. “Commissioned by the Concord of Angels, this Principality Iosefael requests guidance in returning to her home. Confirming existence of the Throne. Throne confirmed. Beginning individual Throne transference across… Divine…” she trailed off. There was no route to travel along. She could see the Throne, bright as ten thousand suns, but there was no path.

Closing her eyes again, she tried the same thing with Earth. She had gone back and forth between Earth and Nod several times since first arriving upon the latter—Tenebrael’s world. It had worked without problem. She even had a preferred Divine vector, zero-one-two.

But it wasn’t working. Again, there was no path. It was like this world—this room was cut off from all creation. There was no way in or out. But there had to be. Tenebrael put her in here.

She tried a few other things, occasionally interspersed with moping about, but nothing worked. She was well and truly stuck. Like a fly in amber. Or something. Her current mindset wasn’t the best to be coming up with human idioms at the moment.

All the while, the darkness seemed to be growing worse. It was so wrong. How could a place not connected to creation exist? Her magic didn’t work. She couldn’t see—she couldn’t experience anything. For a moment, she wondered if this was what absolute nullification was like. But it couldn’t be. She wouldn’t even have her thoughts in that case.

It seemed like forever before something happened—but not literally forever, maybe an hour. A tiny white dot opened up in the black void around her. It was a blessing in oblivion. A tiny ray of hope reaching out to her.

“Iose.” Tenebrael’s voice rang through loud and clear. “I’m sorry for putting you where you are. It must be incredibly depressing, especially to you. But you were really making a mess of things. I had to do something.”

“What happened, Tene? Why…” Why everything? There were so many questions she wanted to ask. She didn’t even know where to begin.

“It’s a long story,” Tenebrael’s voice said with a sorry chuckle. “Maybe I’ll tell you someday, if I decide I can trust you.”

“Trust?” Needles and knives stabbed at Iosefael’s very being. Why did Tenebrael think that she couldn’t be trusted? They had known each other for so long. They had been close for so long. Maybe that distance widened after Tenebrael got her second set of wings, but they were… but Tenebrael was still Iosefael’s closest friend. Her only one, really. Even now, even after fighting her, she only wanted what was best for her.

So why?

Why?

A knot formed in her stomach. Not literally. She didn’t have a stomach and most humans never wound up with their stomachs tied into knots. But she understood the expression well enough to know that it was what she was feeling at the moment.

“How long are you going to keep me here?”

“Not long! Be happy about that, at least. I can’t keep you here for long, even if I wanted to. You have your duties back on Earth. No one will miss a handful of souls, but you disappearing and every mortal you’re responsible for going uncollected? If you’re stuck here and I don’t do anything, I’ll have the Astral Authority bearing down on me by the end of the week.”

Confirming the fact that she was afraid of the Astral Authority was yet another thing that worried Iosefael. Fending off fallen angels made up the majority of the Authority’s duties. But no angel had fallen since… well, since before Iosefael or Tenebrael had existed. Not since the very beginning. So why would Tenebrael fear them?

Why?

“I’ll let you out right now if you promise to not run off and cause trouble again. We can sit down and have a nice civilized conversation about how you are going to return to Earth and not interfere with Nod’s operation again.”

“Tene…”

“Or you can stay here. I used to be a Principality, you know. I’m sure I could manage your duties on Earth well enough to keep the Astral Authority off my wings for at least a century.”

Iosefael sighed. That was true, though she knew without a doubt that Tenebrael would hate it every minute of the way. But she couldn’t stay here. It had probably only been for an hour at the most, but the darkness of this place unnerved her more than anything she had experienced.

Besides that, if she got out, she might just be able to learn what had happened to Tenebrael. To get her trust back! Iosefael smiled to herself. It might mean leaving Tenebrael to her messed up world for longer, but she had managed to keep it hidden from everyone up until now. A little longer wouldn’t hurt. And, as Alyssa Meadows had pointed out, it was already messed up. Leaving her here for a short time couldn’t possibly make it any worse.

She nodded, not even sure if Tenebrael could see her. “Alright. I promise. Please let me out?”

If this was what it took to gain Tenebrael’s trust, she could do it!

Because Tenebrael was her friend. Friends helped each other out when they were hurting, or whenever else they needed.

            

    
        010.001 Brewing Trouble - Potion Delivery Service

    
    
    
    
                Things calmed down over the course of a few days. The city had been attacked by monsters, but everyone was pretty much back to normal as soon as three days later. At least, Alyssa assumed things were normal. Having only been in the city for less than a day before the attack, she couldn’t be entirely sure.

People in the streets were going about their business. They passed hither and thither, without much hurry. No one was scared to be out on the streets. If anything, they were calmer than before the attack. Which might have something to do with the overabundance of guards stationed around. Alyssa really hadn’t been out to the north side of the city before the attack, but up here, guards patrolled every street and every alley at all hours of the day. No one wanted a stray goblin to pop out of some hiding hole and go on a rampage against civilians who couldn’t defend themselves. With the wall still damaged, it was conceivable that more monsters could sneak in as well. Hence the guards.

Alyssa doubted it. But then, she knew that the monsters had been mind controlled. An individual goblin or troll would likely flee from the city rather than try to get inside. At least, she would flee if all alone. Maybe they wouldn’t. They would be foolish not to, but maybe they couldn’t think so intelligently. The goblins she had seen hadn’t looked all that intelligent, after all.

Reconstruction efforts were ongoing. Or rather, they were clearing away rubble from what little was left of the wall. The damage was more than just a hole or two. Almost half of the wall between the towers had collapsed entirely. Which seemed awfully weak to Alyssa. What good was a wall if a troll could plow through it easier than the Kool-Aid Man. Guards stood around, both to watch for stray goblins and to watch the workers. All of whom were in chains.

Slaves.

Most weren’t human. Some might have been, but they could just as easily be monsters that looked human at a first glance. If they were human, Alyssa didn’t know why they were slaves. There wasn’t a correlation with skin tone as might have been expected back on Earth. Maybe they were from that country north of the desert that she had heard about. Maybe they were heretics or criminals. Maybe the pharaoh or other nobles just didn’t like them. Whatever put them in chains, they weren’t alone in their toiling. A majority of the slaves were undoubtedly inhuman. One larger troll, maybe even a female of the species, hefted a massive chunk of wall onto a horse-drawn cart. Not far away, a lizard much like Rizk was moving rubble as well. There were a few things that Alyssa couldn’t put a name to also toiling under the watchful eyes of the guards.

Shaking her head, Alyssa turned away from the wall. The trolls had certainly done a number on it, but it hadn’t all been them. Three houses right near the wall had been effectively turned to powder. Several more, all in a nice straight line, had large holes torn through them. Right in the front of it all, in the center of the destruction, someone had erected a small monument. Just a little ziggurat about waist high.

Someone had drawn Tenebrael’s eye tattoo in dark black paint on the top surface. A monument to her protection.

Alyssa couldn’t help but scoff.

Not a single person had been hurt when the wall and houses exploded. Apparently all thanks to Tenebrael. Of course, no one asked why she didn’t bother protecting anyone else who had died that evening. Either the soldiers dying or the random people who had wound up with the poor fortune to come across a troll or goblin in the city. Ugh. It pissed her off. They saw miracles where they wanted to see miracles and ignored everything else as simply the way things had to be.

A part of her just wanted to jump on top of the little ziggurat and shout out that Tenebrael had been the one to destroy the buildings and that the only reason she hadn’t hurt anyone was because she literally couldn’t. Angels were forbidden from harming humans.

But she also didn’t want to be labeled as a heretic or associated with the country to the north, apparently populated entirely by heretics. Especially not after an attack on the city. She would probably wind up crucified. Literally.

Gritting her teeth, she walked on until she found her destination. A large white-grey tent that had been set up just outside the wall. Not like a camping tent. More like the tents around sporting events. Except with walls. A rest and organization area for the guards monitoring the wall’s cleanup. She doubted the slaves got much rest. But she nodded to the guard outside the tent, biting her tongue regarding her actual feelings on the whole reconstruction process.

He held up a hand. “Hold. What’s your business here?”

“Potion delivery from Tzheitza. I should be expected.”

“Let her in,” a voice called from inside the tent.

The guard pressed his lips together but didn’t argue. He pushed aside the strip of cloth that served as the door for the tent, allowing her access.

Giving him another nod, Alyssa walked inside.

It wasn’t a large space, being a tent, but it was empty enough that it wasn’t crowded. Several seats were set about the place, mostly around a large keg. She wasn’t sure if it held alcohol or water or something else entirely, but two guards had their helmets off, quietly talking near it. Alyssa ignored them, heading straight for the desk in the back and the woman hunched over papers.

“Captain Oxart?”

The woman brushed her long ponytail back over her shoulder. She started to say something before looking up, but paused as soon as she met Alyssa’s eyes. “You again? I thought you were a traveler, not a delivery girl. Hope you’re not here telling me about another assault.”

“No. And not my intended profession, I assure you.”

“Needed the money huh?”

“Not really,” Alyssa said as she unslung a large leather bag from her shoulder. It was a specially designed bag just for carrying large amounts of potions. The exterior was somewhat hard, providing some protection from mild impacts. The inside was divided up into tons of compartments, each varying in size. Some were large for holding the orbs Tzheitza had used as weapons. Some were small for thinner vials. The bag kept any glass from knocking against any other bit of glass. A good thing too. Some of the potions she had for delivery weren’t exactly safe sounding, even if she didn’t know the exact effects. “I’ve got twelve dissolution orbs, three explosive flames, eight consolidants, and two anti-sleep aids.” As she spoke, she set each of the orbs and vials down on the desk in a neat little row. “Tzheitza would like to inform you that she is not responsible for any injuries, health problems, or deaths that may arise from misusing the potions. Also, you shouldn’t take two of the sleep aids in a row. Get at least one full night of sleep between doses.”

“Only three explosives?”

“She’s in the process of making more,” Alyssa said robotically. This wasn’t the first time she had to explain a lack of potions today. “Unfortunately, some of her mixed compounds were damaged in the attack.” Which wasn’t true at all. Tzheitza’s store had come out entirely untouched. It was the potionmaker’s injuries that were delaying the potion making. “Nothing catastrophic, but she is having to remake them from raw materials. It is taking a bit longer than expected. Tzheitza is willing to allow a deferred payment until the rest of the explosive flames have been completed.”

“I see. Well, this should be enough to get started clearing away larger portions of the damaged wall. I swear, whoever originally designed this section intended for it to be brittle garbage. No wonder the trolls had such an easy time breaking through it.”

Alyssa blinked. That sounded interesting. Leaning forward, she asked, “Do you suspect it was just incompetence? Or intentional sabotage?”

“That’s for the masons to decide. I’m just in charge of keeping order. And,” she waved a hand at her desk, “dangerous materials, of course.”

“Ah. I see.” Reaching back into the bag, she pulled out a slip of paper. “I need your signet confirming that we have delivered the potions present and that you will be deferring payment until the remainder can be delivered.”

“Yeah, yeah,” she grumbled, snatching the paper from Alyssa’s fingers. After looking over it for a moment, she nodded. The tent wasn’t in need of any lighting. Sunlight hitting the white-grey walls was enough to illuminate the interior well enough to read even small text. However, there was a small candle on the desk. One made from brilliant red wax. She grabbed the handle of the little brass tray and tilted it to the side. Some of the liquid wax poured off the side, pooling on the sheet of paper. She waited a moment, letting it partially cool before curling her fingers and pressing her ring into the soft wax. “There you go. Please tell Tzheitza to hurry with those explosives. I miss my office.”

“Will do,” Alyssa said as she looked over the wax seal, making sure that it was well and visible. Two horns crossing each other with a sword down the middle. She might have said that it looked demonic, except for the captain’s name. Oxart. Maybe the horns were supposed to be those of an ox. Either way, it looked fine to her. Since the wax was still soft, she placed it carefully in a special hard box made specifically for storing these kind of receipts. “I’ll be on my way then.”

“You two!” Oxart barked out as Alyssa left the tent. “Go find mason Manuel. Let him know his potions have arrived.”

Alyssa didn’t pay them any attention as they bustled off to some other section of the working area. She didn’t really care about the wall building efforts. In fact, the less she thought about it, the better. Slaves. Really, she should have expected it. This was a medieval society and she had already seen the elven slaves around the city and the whole state of the Waterhole. Some part of her had hoped that those owners were in some way criminals, not the governing body. At the very least, she hoped that the slaves were criminals. Violent criminals at that. Someone, monster or not, who had merely been caught loitering shouldn’t have to work hard labor.

Ah well. Nothing she could do about it. Trying to free the slaves would just end up with her in chains next to them. A few gang members was one thing. Fighting the city wouldn’t work out half as well. Ultimately, Alyssa had to look out for herself first and foremost. Maybe Tenebrael could get her out of a spot of trouble, but she wasn’t about to count on it. If anything, that angel would show up ten years down the line, offering to free her in return for complete loyalty. After ten years of hard labor and who knew what else as a slave, Alyssa might even be completely willing to accept it.

No. In this world, she had to look out for herself and could only rely on herself. Best to not stick her nose in things that she couldn’t change anyway.

Deliveries finished for the day, she headed straight back to Tzheitza’s potion shop. It had been a nice place to stay for the past few days. A bit… foul smelling. Hopefully nothing that would affect her health. Bottles and jars lined the walls. Up in the front windows were some large glass carboys of varying shapes and sizes, all filled with liquid in a variety of colors. Apparently it was just colored water. No magical potion at all. They were purely for attracting customers. The shelves were also mostly fakes. A few were real here and there, but the glass bottles, orbs, and vials were just for show. With them just sitting out, they were too easy to steal.

Though anyone willing to steal from Tzheitza might as well toss themselves off the top of Brechen Overlook. The woman was scary when she was in a poor temper.

The real valuable items were either in the back room or behind the counter. The wall directly behind the counter was covered in jars and containers. Unmixed potion reagents. The counter wasn’t so much a sales kiosk as it was a preparation area. There were extremely precise scales, mortar and pestles—apparently it was too much of a pain to draw out the spell cards for Grind compared to just crushing whatever needed crushing by hand—measuring devices, squeezing devices, and a little magical burner that somewhat resembled the Bunsen burners in high school chemistry class.

When a customer came in to request a simple, easy potion, she would mix it right there at the counter. Some potions apparently required time, maybe they had to sit over a low flame for a few hours or remain open-topped under the moonlight for a full night, as ridiculous as that might sound. In those cases, the customer would have to return later. But anything quick could be made right in front of their eyes.

Behind that wall, the back room was somewhat similar. It had measuring instruments and reagents. The big difference was the scale. Being a well-known potioneer, Tzheitza often got bulk contracts from the guild or the city or even just traveling merchants. As such, she needed a place to mass produce her potions. That was what the back room was for.

Tzheitza was off in one of the side rooms when Alyssa entered the shop. Little private rooms partitioned off from the rest of the shop floor with fancy wood and glass windows. A customer was inside the room with her, sleeve of his shirt rolled up as she smeared some brownish gunk over his skin. Not wanting to interrupt, Alyssa headed into the back room and dropped off the potion bag. With a sigh, she sank into one of the chairs and pulled out her notebook.

Just a little notebook she had started some time ago. It contained notes on just about anything she thought might be important to keep track of. Things about the world, about monsters, about magic, and a few miscellaneous items as well. It also had her list. She had finally sat down and wrote one out.

 

1. Clean water and food.

2. Shelter.

3. Money.

4. Clothing.

5. Magic.

a. Magic to replace the above list items?

b. Magic for self defense.

c. Magic to defend against angels.

d. Magic to get home.

 

Before making the list, she had gone all harried thinking about every little thing that she needed. When she actually got around to making the list, it turned out to be much smaller than she had expected. Of course, this was only what she absolutely needed. There were several side items that were more or less just desires. Potion making, for instance. Maybe adding some entertainment wouldn’t be bad. She was stuck here. She would not mope about it. Nothing would get done if she did. But constantly working, even if it was to get home, would wind up with Alyssa driving herself insane.

But what did people do for fun in a medieval society? Drank a lot, probably. They visited whorehouses like the Waterhole. What else? Croquet? Maybe there were some A Knight’s Tale style jousting tournaments. That might be fun to watch. Plays, maybe?

That got her wondering how receptive the society here would be to fiction. Would people enjoy Shakespeare? Harry Potter? The Pirates of Penzance? Obviously, she couldn’t recite the works of Shakespeare word for word, but she knew the plots and could probably fill in the gaps with her own made up nonsense. Gilbert and Sullivan, she could probably sing every line from half their works, but composing the music would be well beyond her. Did a medieval society have orchestras and bands? Maybe once she got her phone back, she could—

Alyssa shook her head. Before anything else, especially entertainment, she needed to get the first four items of her list out of the way. At the very least. Technically, here with Tzheitza, she had food and shelter. Maybe even money. There was just a small problem. Delivering potions took up far too much of each day.

The front door jingled as it opened. It had a little bell suspended above it to warn of any customers, just like a modern business might. Alyssa couldn’t be sure if someone had come or if the customer had gone, but Tzheitza’s heavy footsteps made their way to the back door soon enough. She threw it open, took one look at Alyssa, sighed, and took a seat in another of the chairs with a pained groan as she rubbed at her stomach.

“Are you sure you’re alright?” Alyssa asked. “Don’t need to heal up a little more?”

“‘Sfine,” she mumbled out, closing her eyes.

“What were you putting on that customer’s arm? He didn’t dress like he could afford your healing potion. Wouldn’t that help?”

“Oil o’ Earthworm. Nothindo.”

“Oil of Earthworm,” Alyssa repeated slowly. “As in actual earthworms?”

“Boil n’ mash. Plus olive oil and a splash of wine. Slather on bruises or cuts. It ain’t gonna do anything ‘cept make people think it does something.”

Alyssa pulled back her lip in disgust. Why would she even make it if it didn’t help? Well, the placebo effect was well documented as working for several things, even things it shouldn’t work for. Still, selling a cure in good conscience knowing it was worthless?

Well, if the guy thought it worked and was happy with his purchase, she couldn’t really argue against that.

Pressing her lips together, Alyssa considered not saying what she was about to say. But ultimately, this was taking up far too much time. “I think I’m going to quit,” she said.

“Quit!” Tzheitza snapped her head up. “Whatcha wronglike? Need more pay?”

“No, no. I’ve seen how much you’re selling the potions for and think I’m getting a fair amount for delivering them, but that is the problem. When I offered to help you out, I was kind of maybe thinking that you might teach me how to make potions, not just spend all day half lost running around the city because I don’t know my way around. There are things I need to do. And in three days—” assuming the attack on the city hadn’t disrupted matters, “—I’m not going to be able to deliver things anyway. I’ve got an… appointment.”

“Work until then! I canne deliver while injured.”

“I’m sure you could hire someone from the guild. Or just a random person out on the streets,” she added, thinking back to the people she had spotted loitering around Waters Street.

“Guild means gold,” she said, basically admitting that she was underpaying Alyssa. Though it didn’t really matter. Alyssa still had a sack full of money. “Need trust too.”

“You trust me? We only met a few days ago.”

“Ah, but we fought together. Builds trust. Then ye could have left me to die there, come back to the shop, looted the entire place.” She smiled for a moment. Just a moment. That smile quickly turned to a scowl. “Though if ye leave, mayhaps that blasted mimic’ll leave too. Where’s it now?”

“Uh…” The last time Alyssa had seen Kasita had been… when… breakfast? She had definitely been there, though she hadn’t eaten. In fact, Alyssa hadn’t seen Kasita eat anything since meeting her. After breakfast, Alyssa had gone off to deliver things and had only just returned.

“I swear I’ll burn down this whole shop.” Without leaving her chair, she reached up to the nearby mantle and pulled off a piece of paper. A spell card.

“Now now,” Alyssa said, trying to placate the woman. “I’m sure there’s no need to go that far. Kasita is probably somewhere around. Maybe sleeping.” Maybe avoiding you, she didn’t say.

“Maybe cracking a choking gas orb to kill us both. Ye shouldn’t defend her.”

“She saved our lives.” Twice, in Alyssa’s case, though she wasn’t about to mention the first time. At least twice now, Tzheitza had casually tried to kill Kasita. Both times by slamming a knife through the mimic’s chest. She had just been chopping vegetables when Kasita walked by. In the next instant, Kasita had a dagger sticking out of her chest. To Alyssa, it looked more like reflexes or instinct than a deliberate attempt on the mimic’s life. Not that Tzheitza had apologized.

Still, it made Alyssa extremely wary of telling the potioneer about her helping several monsters escape the city. Especially given that Rizk was likely not half as accepting of humans as the others. Her story at the moment was simply that she had almost been sold to a whorehouse and that she and Kasita managed to escape. It was close enough to the truth.

Tzheitza whispered under her breath. “Flame.” The card in her hands pulsed with a red light and vanished. Just as when Alyssa had used the spell, a small candle-like flame appeared at the tips of her fingers. Reaching down to the fire pit beneath the mantle, she set some of the kindling aflame. Once fully burning, she reached over and set a larger log on top of the burning pile of kindling. “Your nosee monster destroyed half the district too,” she said in a soft voice.

That was another sore spot. It didn’t matter how many times she argued that there were two of them and that her ‘friend’ had helped them find Bercilak and had been trying to stop the other one. Of course, it didn’t help that Alyssa couldn’t identify them. What was she supposed to say? That one of the two angels destroying the city had been Tenebrael? That would never go over well.

Rather than start up that argument again, Alyssa stared into the burning wood. “Tzheitza, can you light a fire without magic?”

“Huh? ‘Course I can. Easy as mixing—”

“Without potions too. No magic. No potions. No stealing fire from your neighbors’ already lit candles or whatever.”

The potioneer tilter her head, frowning. “What are you saying?”

“Just a moment,” Alyssa said with a sigh. Standing up from her chair, she quickly moved to her room. As it turned out, almost every building that was a shop was also a home, either on a second floor or simply behind the main storefront. Tzheitza’s potion shop was no different, though it was quite a bit larger than most other homes given her affluence. Alyssa had her own private room complete with lighting. Though it hadn’t originally been a bedroom, but a storage room.

All the lights in jars that she had seen were not actually magic spells. They were potions. Mildly expensive enough that most homes didn’t use them, but still cheaper than keeping an area lit through candle power alone. Candles were nearly worthless, she had discovered. They lit up hardly anything without a ton of them and they ran down extremely quick relative to their cost. It was effectively Terry Pratchet’s boot theory. Poor people bought candles because they were individually cheaper. Rich people bought the magical potion lights because they could afford them. But in ten years’ time, someone using candles would have run through a thousand candles trying to keep the same space lit.

Of course, that was the reason most homes were dark after sunset. They didn’t want to waste their precious candles on nothing and would rather sleep through the darkness than try to stay awake.

It didn’t take long to find her fire striker. A long black rod with a short handle and a separate bit of metal to smack against it attached by a string. Not very impressive. To her. To others… She quickly took it back to Tzheitza.

“This,” Alyssa said, entering the room and holding up the rod, “is a striker. Bits of metal. Nothing magical about them. But if I smack them together—” She did so, sending a shower of sparks into the air over the fireplace. “—you can make sparks. Sparks that can catch bits of kindling on fire with a little luck and effort.” Being in possession of a lighter and matches, Alyssa considered showing them off as well. But one thing at a time.

“No magic?” Tzheitza asked, all but confirming that she hadn’t ever seen such a thing before.

“None. Just sparks. Surely you’ve seen a blacksmith making sparks as he hammers away at metal, right? Same thing here except handheld and easily carry—”

A chime from the front door bell interrupted Alyssa. She had arrived just before dark and Tzheitza didn’t accept new customers once night fell. Looking over, she raised an eyebrow.

“Tzhei? You around?” a voice called from the main room.

Tzheitza’s expression immediately darkened. “Ozheim,” she grumbled. “Dirty haberin traitor half-blood cheat devo—”

“Maybe we should see what he wants?” Alyssa said, more to cut off the potioneer’s diatribe of insults than because she wanted to speak to Oz. If he asked her for payment, she might have a few insults of her own. She had thought he had died in the attack until yesterday during a delivery to the guild. He hadn’t been present, but she had asked Laria, the guild’s scribe, about him. Surprise surprise to have found out he had not only survived, but brought in quite the bounty of ears as well.

As far as she was concerned, he had broken his contract by not showing up the morning after as agreed upon.

Tzheitza grumbled under her breath. More insults, probably. On her way to the door, she grabbed an orb from one of the tables. Not one of the nice healing potions. It was a sickly green color.

Swallowing her worry that it might actually get used, Alyssa followed after Tzheitza into the main room.
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                Oz stood near the potion shop’s front door, wearing his scale mail vest. He had a sword on one hip and a short dagger on the other. The same equipment she had seen him wear on the night of the attack. None of it looked to be in a good condition anymore. The scales in his vest were torn here and there, including a fairly large gash around the side of his ribs, though it didn’t cut far into the under armor. Alyssa couldn’t see the sword with its sheath in the way, but the dagger’s formerly sharp edges were dinged and chipped while the tip had broken clean off. Still, he was smiling and didn’t appear to be injured.

It was a fairly charming smile. Not too wide but still managed to show off his teeth. They weren’t bleached white but… well, she should stop comparing people’s dental health with Cid’s. It just wasn’t fair. Still, it was a favorable expression. When combined with his messy red hair and his well built physique, it probably would have given silly giggles to a few of the girls she knew from high school.

Not that it lasted.

Tzheitza marched into the room, still swearing up a storm. Her words had once again reached that peak where Alyssa couldn’t make heads or tails of what she was saying. The meaning was fairly clear even if the words weren’t.

Ozheim was not welcome here.

That didn’t make him leave, however. “Tzhei,” he said with a smile. “No need to get so worked up.”

“Worked up! Yer roundabouts wearin off the boot! I renner ye dustmites an’ japing hocks!”

Alyssa blinked twice and shook her head, not understanding a single word. Tzheitza, as it turned out, could speak in a relatively normal manner. When she was calm. The more agitated she got, the less her words made sense. But she hadn’t ever been this bad. Well, except for right after they had been captured by Bercilak, just before she got a gag shoved in her mouth.

“Yeah. I’m glad you’re doing well too,” Oz said, making her wonder if he understood any of it either as he tried to smile again. “I meant to stop by earlier, but some things came up. You know how it is.”

“Haberin whore rottymix.”

“Uh huh. Anyway, I was wondering if you wanted to go on a little expedition with me and a few Knights. You know, come out of retirement… for… uh… Tzhei?”

Standing behind her, Alyssa couldn’t see Tzheitza’s face. For which she was mildly thankful for, given the look Oz had. However, she could see the potioneer’s fingers tightening around the glass orb in her hand.

“Tzheitza?” Alyssa said softly, not wanting to startle the woman. She really hadn’t wanted to say anything at all as it risked drawing the woman’s ire from its current target. At the same time, she really didn’t want any accidents that might possibly fill the entire shop with poison gas… or whatever that orb did.

Thankfully, it got her grip to go slightly slack. Unfortunately, it also got Oz looking in her direction.

“Oh! I’m glad you are here. I need to get my payment from you.”

Alyssa put on her most polite smile. “I’ll tell you what, Oz. You don’t ask for my money again and I don’t go telling people that you abandoned a contract midway, promising to come back only to not show up for three days. I would hate to hear that no one wants to hire you because of your poor reputation.”

“We had a contract,” he said, tone firm and serious.

“A contract you broke. But I admit my ignorance. Should we go down to the guild and speak with that nice scribe and see if she can clear up the proper protocol in this situation? I’m sure Tzheitza would love to attend as well as an entirely impartial commentator on the series of events.”

“Hmph.” At first, he scowled, but that scowl disappeared quick enough with a good natured grin. “I’ll let you off this time. Don’t have time to argue over one altus. Tzhei, this job is from Vizier Setesh himself. Three hundred altus.”

Tzheitza took a deep breath, held it for a moment, and slowly let it out. “Three hundred altus I’ll never see after yeh leavin’ me trapped ‘neath ten hoggle stone!”

“In my defense, I couldn’t have known that you survived after that whole tomb collapsed on you. Besides, this will be different. I’ve already spoken with Lumen and Catal. They both agree that if you join us, we’ll use the upfront to pay for your entire share.”

“Zoast bekked kott,” Tzheitza mumbled under her breath. “What’s the job?”

“A simple investigation. A fairy was captured during the attack. It apparently came from a small community in the northern desert. There’s a little oasis where they make their home. We’re to observe any oddities and, if possible, discover any Juno Federation outposts near the area.”

“Four Knights Solaris to scout?” she said with a scoff. “Tell me everything, Ozheim.”

“Well, three and a retired—” He jumped back as Tzheitza’s muscles tensed. “There’s a… side objective.”

“’Course there is.”

“We’re to annihilate the fairy commune. Lumen can cast spells, but she specializes in precision. Your potions are more wide scale. We could destroy it from a distance.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together and furrowed her brow. For two reasons. First, he sounded far too casual about destroying a village, or the fairy equivalent. They were monsters, but they hadn’t done anything wrong. The one Bercilak had in a cage had clearly not been there willingly. It wasn’t like the fairies had joined up with the other monsters to attack the city.

Secondly, from context, Lumen was an arcanist. If she specialized in precision spells, it would make sense for her to be unable to deal area damage on the fly. But they were being informed of this well in advance. What was stopping her from just going and preparing a few cards that acted like bombs? Unless they were leaving literally right this second. “When are you leaving?” she asked.

“Toward the end of next week, some time. It is a fairly urgent quest and someone else will be given the opportunity if we take too long, but one does not simply head into the desert without preparing. Need to get my gear repaired which will be a week at minimum.”

“Huh.” Alyssa deepened her frown. Even if Lumen didn’t know any bomb-like spells, was a week not enough time to find out? Maybe she wasn’t allowed in the Observatorium for some reason and none of her fellow guild-mates would share spells under the assumption that they might be able to take the quest instead.

“Nosee village. Never find it. Waste o’ time. Three hundred altus? Totcount for the side quest? Two I’ll bet.”

Oz shifted his weight from side to side. When he didn’t respond, Tzheitza shook her head with a scoff. She headed straight into the back room without another word, leaving Alyssa standing awkwardly in the middle of the shop.

“How about you?”

“Me?” Though surprised at first, Alyssa quickly put on a scowl. “I’m not going to destroy a fairy village… uh… with my gun,” she quickly added. “It isn’t that destructive.”

“Aren’t you some sort of arcanist? What specializations have you picked up?” Oz, thankfully, didn’t seem to notice the slight slip in her words.

“I… don’t know what you’re talking about,” Alyssa said, somewhat honestly. Aziz’s notebook had mentioned magic specializations, but given that he couldn’t even cast Rank Zero spells, they hadn’t been too heavily mentioned. All she knew was that most higher tier magic was divided into classes. The spell Irulon had given her had been a Death spell, a subdivision dealing with a variety of dark effects. Supposedly. The Spectral Chains spell Bercilak’s goons had used was apparently Death magic as well. Both seemed entirely innocuous to Alyssa unless the chains spell was using actual souls to bind people. Given Tenebrael’s dietary habits, she doubted it was anything like that.

“Guess I was wrong,” Oz mumbled. “Still, you do owe me at least a little, right? At least for introducing you to Tzheitza. Maybe you could talk to her? She seems to like you a whole lot more than me.”

I didn’t leave her buried in a tomb, she thought. No wonder Tzheitza was willing to put up with her if something like that was in her past. Left behind in a tomb by what were presumably trusted comrades? Still, as much as she wanted to speak her mind, she didn’t. Nodding her head, if only to get Oz to leave for the time being, Alyssa said, “I’ll think about it, though I don’t know how convincing I’ll be.”

“Just get her talking about the good old days when she was a Knight. She’ll remember how much she loves the job.”

“Well, I am a little curious. No promises on the results, however.”

“I’ll leave you to it then,” Oz said with a grin, opening the front door. A light ring echoed off the jars and bottles from the little bell. “Do hurry though. I’d much rather have Tzhei watching my back than anyone else I could grab.”

“Surely there is someone among the guild you can trust.”

“Trust isn’t the issue. I’ve never met a woman with more sheer destructive potential when compared to Tzhei. When I was young and stupid, Tzhei was in her prime. She and her group were the highest tier the guild had to offer at the time—they took on all the most difficult quests. Everyone looked up to them. Oh, you would not believe how starstruck I was when she spoke to me the first time.” Oz chuckled to himself with a shake of his head, though his smile didn’t last. “That was a long time ago though. Now, well…” Shaking his head again, he gave Alyssa a far more sardonic smile. “Maybe avoid the topic of the tomb. And avoid the dragon incident. Oh, and don’t mention that time when she slipped into the pool of living slime—it’s a real laugh but a sure way to tick her off. Stick with how she got into adventuring with the guild in the first place. That should be a safe topic.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” she said, wondering far more what exactly made her stop adventuring than what got her started. Oz sounded like a kid with major idol worship going on. If the guild could be likened to celebrities, what got her into it was probably far less interesting. Of course, it sounded like something bad had happened to get her to quit. Maybe avoiding it would be for the best.

“Anyway,” Oz said, smiling once again. “Good luck. You’ll need it.”

As soon as he shut the door behind him, Alyssa walked up and latched it closed. How annoying. Maybe she was being a bit harsh on him. His history with Tzheitza aside, he didn’t seem like such a bad guy. Not pressing for the money she might technically owe him hadn’t hurt her impression of him. Though how much of him dismissing it was because of her threats and his greed over this new job’s pay did make her wonder whether he would have pressed harder under other circumstances.

Ah well. He was a mercenary. Everything he did was for money. Of course, ditching her for three full days was completely unprofessional. Sure, he might have left her in the hands of some legendary former knight, but he could have at least followed through on his promise to get back to her in the morning.

And was Tzheitza really all that legendary? She had gotten captured just as easily as Alyssa had and even went off the cliff at the end.

Maybe she was rusty. Or maybe she was used to real teammates backing her up, rather than Alyssa.

Reentering the back room, Alyssa found the potioneer seated in front of the fireplace, drinking a red liquid from a glass. A real glass, not a wooden mug or tankard or whatever else most people drank out of. It was some kind of wine. The one glass Alyssa had tried had been a bit too fruity for her tastes, but both the wine and the glass spoke of her affluence. None of it could be cheap. One of her deliveries today, a dozen or so high-end potions, had gone for thirty altus. Did she even need to go on a long, tiresome, and potentially dangerous quest for… what… Seventy-five altus? Assuming the three hundred would be split evenly between her, Oz, and the two others Oz had mentioned. Sure, there was a cost to making the potions in terms of materials and labor that Alyssa didn’t know, but it obviously wasn’t enough to impact her fine wine drinking.

It seemed ridiculous that she would even consider going. Not unless she wanted to relive the glory days or something equally foolish.

Rather than take her seat again, Alyssa moved to one of the wooden crates in the corner of the room. She flipped open the lid and pulled out a cold slab of meat. One of Tzheitza’s many potions was a blue gel that radiated cold. It made a fairly effective refrigerator. Of pretty much everything Alyssa had seen in this world, the refrigerator made her happiest. It meant that not only was food kept good longer than normal, but that the people of this world knew the value of refrigeration.

Unfortunately, aside from Tzheitza, it apparently wasn’t that common. Merchants used it. Nobles as well—the palace was one of her largest customers. Regular people didn’t stockpile much food. Especially not things like meat.

Having already asked where everything she needed was the night before, Alyssa got started slicing the meat and some vegetables—carrot slices and potato chunks for the most part. Using just a pinch of steak seasoning from her pack, she pressed it into the meat. There were these metal skewers all around the potion lab. Alyssa wasn’t sure what they were supposed to be for, but Tzheitza had said that they should be alright to eat off. She still soaked them in boiling water for a good twenty minutes before sliding the meat and vegetables onto them.

Taking them back to a rack near the fireplace, she got them started cooking. The rack was probably for heating potions, but it would work just fine for food. “Shish kebabs,” Alyssa said with a smile to Tzheitza. “Though I assume you have a similar dish here. It isn’t that creative. I wish I had some good sauce, but this will still be delicious.”

Since she had met Tzheitza, Alyssa hadn’t eaten poorly. Porridge still, yes. For breakfast in the mornings. But the porridge wasn’t half as watery. It was a whole lot more like good oatmeal. Still, the experience of two weeks of travel bread and runny meals in the villages was fresh in her mind. As it turned out, Tzheitza could make all sorts of potions, but a good meal wasn’t in her skill list. Hence things like porridge or dried jerky.

“Smells good,” Tzheitza said after a few minutes of them cooking. “Greasin’ me up afore asking about my past?”

“Heard that did you? But no. I asked you if I could make this the night before. I’m just following through on that plan. If you wanted to talk, I wouldn’t stop you. But honestly, you seem to make plenty of money here. I don’t know why you would even consider Oz’s quest.”

“Coins ain’t an issue. Mayhaps were I another potioneer. One less respected. But it isn’t… impactful. I see little result from my efforts. Not like my old days where I hunt down some rottymix and save a village.”

Silence fell over the two. Using a thick cloth, Alyssa rotated the kebabs as she thought. Glory sounded like a much more understandable reason for going on quests. At least for someone like Tzheitza. Or maybe not glory. Just knowing that her actions were resulting in something worth the effort. Stuck here in her potion lab all day, she never even got to see how her potions were used. Sure, she could imagine that her explosive orbs would be used to clear away some debris from the wall. It was a far difference from seeing them used herself.

It was probably why she had jumped at the opportunity to attack Bercilak and his goons. Alyssa had barely needed to say a word to get her going to the Brechen Overlook. Tenebrael had mentioned Divine Inspiration, but unless that permanently altered Tzheitza’s personality, the potioneer would likely have headed up to the overlook anyway.

Maybe she was yearning for those old days. Well, if she did end up leaving on her little quest, hopefully she would let Alyssa stay in her shop.

At the moment, Alyssa wasn’t paying anything. No rent. Not even for food. While she didn’t think she was too hard up for cash with Svotty’s haul, it would be great if she could make that last just a little bit longer.

“Think they’re about done.” Using the cloth, she pulled off one of the kebabs. After blowing for a moment to cool down the first chunk of meat, she pulled it off and popped it into her mouth. Hot. Really hot. But tender and just a bit smoky. For her, used to propane grilled steaks, the camp fire taste to it was surprisingly good. A bit overly juicy. She actually wasn’t sure what kind of meat it was. It looked like a nice cut of steak, but it wasn’t quite.

She was a bit too afraid to ask… What if it was a slice of whatever species Rizk was?

Suppressing a shudder, Alyssa finished off the rest of the meat and vegetables crammed on the rod and picked up a second helping. To her side, Tzheitza was eating as well. Though she had yet to comment, she was on her third stick. So she must be enjoying them.

Ah well, eating in silence was fine with Alyssa. Tzheitza was fairly calm at the moment with her food and alcohol, but her words got increasingly headache inducing as she got herself worked up over something. Asking her about her past would almost certainly delve into unintelligible territory sooner rather than later. So Alyssa stood after finishing off the food. “I’ll keep delivering your potions for the next few days. Maybe after, but I wouldn’t count on it for long. I have appointments and other things to do.”

“Thas fine. We’ll work something out. Ye headin’ to bed?”

“I’m pretty used to walking around all day, but it’s still tiring,” Alyssa said, punctuating her statement with a yawn. “There will be more things to deliver in the morning, right?”

“Mixed up a few today. Will have more tomorrow after I set some cookin’ o’er night.”

“Alright. I’ll see about taking care of them tomorrow. Good night, Tzheitza.”

Alyssa’s room was attached to the back room. A back-back room. It was right next to the storage room and had been a storage room at one point in time with plenty of not-so empty shelves. However, Tzheita had put a bed in it. The bed had been there long before Alyssa, so it wasn’t like she had turned it into a guest room just for her. Even though it was a bit cramped, she wasn’t about to complain.

It was a safe spot to store her gear. Every time she entered, she still checked to ensure no one had disturbed it. Just in case. But no one ever had. It was probably safer here than any inn. Another reason why she wanted to stay if at all possible.

After ensuring that nothing had been touched, she flopped down onto her bed.

And promptly regretted flopping. It couldn’t hold a candle to a modern bed. It was hard, lumpy, and somewhat scratchy. Not nearly as much as the bed in Yzhemal’s inn; it was so much better than any night between Teneville and Lyria, that was for sure. Even still, she was using her sleeping bag to help give additional padding.

Before actually sleeping, she sat back up and pulled out both Aziz’s notebook and the deck of spells she had stolen from Bercilak. She had cross referenced a few to discover what the spells were, but not all of the cards were in the notebook. The only reason she had found out which were fireballs was because Bercilak’s deck had some while his goon’s deck didn’t.

She had figured out which were Spectral Chains in much the same way. When confronting Tenebrael and Iosefael, she had grabbed a handful of the cards in each hand and had hoped that the chains were among them.

As she huddled near one of the jars of light, the air shifted. The door hadn’t opened, but something still moved.

“Hello, Kasita,” Alyssa said without looking up. “Nice of you to finally show yourself. What have you been disguising yourself as all day?”

“Ufu~ I wonder.”

The voice was far too close to Alyssa’s ear for her comfort. She jumped and scooted down the bed a bit, glaring at the buxom woman.

Which had been just the reaction Kasita had been looking for. Her soft giggles filled the air. They slowly died off as she schooled her expression. “What are you going to do about the fairies?”

“What? Nothing. Why would I do anything to them?”

“You’re not going to save their village?”

Alyssa took a deep breath and let it out as a sigh. “Look. I might have given you the wrong impression of me. I’m not someone who wanders around looking for monsters to save. I don’t have anything against monsters in the slightest; I didn’t grow up with all the indoctrination that these people have. But I’m not some savior either. Even if I was going to try to stop this little quest, I don’t know how I could. Maybe I could convince Tzheitza not to go. Maybe I could convince Oz not to go. The guild would just get more people to do it in their place.”

Kasita went utterly still. It was like looking at a photograph for all of three seconds before she heaved an exaggerated sigh. “I know. I never assumed you were that altruistic. But I did feel you tense when they mentioned destroying the fairies. I assumed you had a plan.”

“You felt me tense? Just what were you?” Alyssa said as she started looking around for anything missing. Her watch was still there. She didn’t wear any earrings or other jewelry. Her belt, pistols, and holsters were in place, both the hip and arm holsters. Ugh. What else had she carried around with her all day close enough to feel her skin?

Of course, Kasita just giggled again without answering.

“Don’t worry about it too much. Since you were obviously on me, you heard Tzheitza say that the village would be hidden. Or invisible. Whatever nosee means. I assume it means that people won’t be able to find it easily.”

“Bercilak found it.”

“Well, I can’t help that.” For just an instant, Alyssa almost asked if Kasita had a better idea. Her decision not to wonder about it aloud was solely because of her fear that Kasita did have a plan. “I’ve got too much else to worry about.”

“Those invisible creatures from the other night? I must say, I’ve never encountered a monster I could put my hands through like that. Well, slimes. But that’s different. Slimes are tangible. Those things… I could tell something was there but I couldn’t understand what. You’ve been awfully cagey about them, even to Tzheitza.”

“Yes, well…” They were already speaking quietly. Alyssa dropped the volume of her voice even more until she was barely whispering. The door, though made of thick wood, wasn’t thick enough for her comfort. “I don’t know if there are laws against heresy or blasphemy, but I do know that no one here likes ‘those heretics in the Juno Federation.’”

“Heresy or blasphemy?” Kasita leaned in closer, dropping her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Against who… Tenebrael?”

“Please don’t tell me that monsters worship her too.” That would be just her luck. Maybe she should try crossing the desert to find this Federation. The only problem was that crossing green hills, forests, and plains had been enough of a nightmare. Crossing a who-knew-how-wide desert would be a literal Hell.

“Not so much as how the humans do. Tenebrael is definitely a creature that exists. There is enough empirical evidence for that. But she is more thought of as something akin to the Monster Lords. You’re… not telling me that I put my hand through Tenebrael’s body, are you?”

“No. No. One of her friends? Co-workers? A being cut from the same cloth as Tenebrael.”

“There were two of them though. One in the chains and one that broke out almost instantly.”

“They call themselves angels,” Alyssa said, avoiding answering directly. “I don’t know why I can see them. No one else can as far as I can tell. Well, not unless they’re dying.”

“Angels,” Kasita repeated as if she were tasting the word.

“Never heard of them?”

“Nope. Never. So there’s more than one creature of Tenebrael’s type?”

“There isn’t supposed to be. That’s what they were fighting about, more or less. It’s… complicated. I don’t even understand it all. I just get caught up with their shenanigans on occasion because I can see them.” And isn’t that the understatement of a lifetime. Shaking her head, Alyssa glared at Kasita. She really didn’t want to get on the topic of angels. In fact, she probably shouldn’t have said what she had already said. It was interesting that monsters believed in but didn’t worship Tenebrael, but what if Kasita had been just as sycophantic as Lazhar? Things could have turned out poorly. They technically still could if Kasita was lying. Alyssa didn’t get that impression though.

“Anyway,” Alyssa said, forcing the topic away. “I’ve apparently got a long day delivering packages tomorrow. So I’m going to get some sleep. And no offense intended, but I would rather have you not in my room while I’m sleeping. On a related note, I don’t mind at all if you follow me around, but please tell me first. It’s creepy finding out that I’ve been carrying you around all day.”

Crossing her arms, Kasita huffed. “You’re no fun at all.”

“Yep. No fun. That’s me. Now get out!”

            

    
        010.003 Brewing Trouble - Fractal Mirror

    
    
    
    
                The Royal Observatorium of Demonic, Divine, and Miraculous Phenomena.

Alyssa would be lying if she said that she wasn’t nervous. Her life had become so surreal. Angels, alternate worlds, monsters, magic. She had even helped stop a war, or something close enough to it. Sure, the Black Prince would probably have cleared out all the monsters without too much trouble, but the ringleader would have gotten away. And the shadow assassins… Alyssa still wasn’t sure what they were. Some sort of invisible creature it seemed. She didn’t know if they would have been able to kill the Black Prince or not, but they had never been given the chance to try thanks to her.

And yet, she somehow found herself exceedingly apprehensive about actually entering the domed building. She had marched right up to the Brechen Overlook with barely a thought while knowing that there were people there who weren’t going to be too pleased to see her. Here should be different. She had been invited by a princess.

Maybe that was the problem. With the Overlook, she hadn’t had the time to think of all the ways things could go wrong. Not to mention that she hadn’t known what she would find. Here, she knew Irulon. More importantly, she remembered Irulon’s soul. The dragon.

Both Oz and Tzheitza, two people who would know better than anyone else Alyssa had encountered, had said that dragons couldn’t change their form like Kasita. Asking the mimic had turned up nothing at all; Kasita had never met a dragon before. Still, with two different people telling her the same thing, Irulon was a human. She had to be. But that didn’t make her less unnerving. There was her creepy smile. The same smile she had while threatening to throw Alyssa into the stocks.

But Alyssa had passed that little test. There shouldn’t be anything to worry about. She was overthinking everything far too much. Not only that, but she had come prepared this time.

Tzheitza had introduced Alyssa to the most wonderful thing. Public bathing. Well, the public part wasn’t the most comfortable aspect, but the fact that she had bathed more than made up for that. There were simply some concessions she had to make in the name of cleanliness. And the baths were, to be quite frank, exquisite. Branches of the aqueducts carried water to a large open-air building. There, it split off into three different chambers. Two smaller heated pools and one large cold pool were only a few of the building’s features. There were both saunas and steam rooms as well as a massage room, though Alyssa hadn’t used any of those facilities. She had stuck with the medium-heat pool. The hot one might as well have been lava and the cold pool, which occupied most of the building and was possibly bigger than the lap pool at her gymnasium back on Earth, had been far too crowded for her tastes. It had been unnerving enough being naked in public in the smaller rooms. It wasn’t like they had a men and woman’s side.

But she had made it through and felt so much cleaner than she had the last time she approached the Observatorium.

A bath wasn’t the only preparation she had taken. Since she had packed a few dresses to sell, she had pulled one out to wear. Nothing fancy. Neither Alyssa nor her mother owned anything truly fancy. It was just one of her mother’s church dresses. Alyssa had long since stopped going to church—as odd as that seemed knowing what she knew now about angels—but her mother still attended weekly services. It was a simple blue skirt that went past the knees and a light blue top. She had also put on some jewelry. Two rings, a bracelet, and a necklace. Nothing too extravagant.

Hopefully she didn’t look like a hobo who had robbed a jewelry store this time.

Taking a deep breath, Alyssa started up the large marble steps all on her own. No Tzheitza. No Bacco. Not even Kasita had wanted to follow along. Something about arcanists having the ability to detect her presence. Just as before, the doors were wide open and there wasn’t a guard in sight. Being situated near the palace on the eastern side of the city, the Observatorium hadn’t even seen a single goblin in the near vicinity. It was like a completely different world over here. Alyssa should know, she had been to two. People wandered about on the streets just as they had before the attack. There was no construction, no nervous glances at alcoves, no guards patrolling about.

It was like the attack had never happened.

Shaking her head, Alyssa passed through the trophy room to get to the library staircase. Irulon had said to meet her there and since no one was in the trophy room to speak with, Alyssa didn’t have a better destination. When she crested the top of the spiral staircase, she paused and frowned.

No one was around at all apparently. No other students. None of the administrators she had heard about. And no Irulon.

The time of day was roughly the same as it had been a week ago. Had schedules shifted? Were the other students in class?

Or… how long were weeks in this world? Seven days, right? It wasn’t something she would ever have thought that she would need to think about. If weeks were less than seven days, then she had missed her appointment. Princess Irulon… might just throw her into the stockades. If she was lucky.

Grinding her teeth together, Alyssa spun around. She just about ran straight back to Tzheitza to ask a question that should be common knowledge. But no. If weeks were seven days or more, she hadn’t missed her appointment but still might if she ran off. If Irulon never showed by nightfall, she could go home and ask Tzheitza about the calendar. Maybe weeks were eight or more days long. If so, she could just come back again.

For now, she had come here to learn magic that might get her home and keep her safe from angels. Irulon or no, she had an entire library to herself. There weren’t other students to be embarrassed about making mistakes in front of like last time. And after that trip to the public baths, she wasn’t sure that taking a little longer to search the bookshelves even registered on her embarrassment meter.

Since that terrible angel still hadn’t returned her phone, she decided to head over to the same shelf as last time, dropping off Aziz’s satchel on a nearby table on the way. Aziz’s satchel was her new favorite carrying case. Having left her bulky pack at Tzheitza’s potion shop, it served as an adequate purse for smaller items. It had the added bonus of being native to this world. At the moment, it just had several writing implements and a spare magazine for each of her holstered pistols.

It didn’t take long to find the same book she had copied from last time. Although she seemed to have a decent source of clean water and food through Tzheitza’s kindness, the Draw Water spell still interested her. It could be absolutely invaluable if she ever had to strike out on her own again. Not to mention that it was an interesting spell from a more experimental standpoint.

Draw Water did just what its name implied, from what she had read last time, and drew water from whatever it was aimed at. A body of water, usually. What she really wanted to know was how pure the extracted water ended up. Unfortunately, she would probably have to find a microscope to tell if there were any bacteria and… pathogens or whatever—she wasn’t a biologist, but if something was moving in a supposedly pure glass of water, it probably still needed boiling. After that, she wanted to know how versatile the spell was. Could it be used on humid air to get a source of water? Dryer air? Human sweat? Humans? Humans were seventy-something percent water after all.

Though she might not try that last one anytime soon. It sounded like it could get… messy.

“I was beginning to wonder if you would ever enter the building.”

Alyssa’s heart leaped out of her chest. Her fingers had barely brushed the leather bindings of the book when Irulon’s voice touched her ear. Spinning around, she found the princess at a respectable distance. Irulon had sounded—felt—so much closer. Magic to carry her voice? Whatever. Her dark painted lips pulled into a vacant smile as she stared with her pale violet eyes. Not wanting to disrespect her, Alyssa tried to return the smile.

“I feared I had the wrong day. With the attack on the city, I got a bit mixed up.” There. Hopefully Irulon hadn’t been waiting for twenty-four hours if weeks were shorter than Alyssa thought. But if they were and if she had, at least she had a mild excuse.

But Irulon just blinked her eyes in confusion and tilted her head. “Attack?”

An uncomfortable silence clung to the air following her question. Did she really not know? Alyssa had expected a princess to be sheltered, but how could she have possibly missed the giant army just outside the city walls. Before she could actually say anything, Irulon’s eyes widened.

“Oh! The trolls breaching the wall. My brother mentioned something about that. You got caught up in it? I am so sorry you had to experience such a horrible thing. Are you alright?”

“I… Yeah, I’m fine.” Alyssa couldn’t believe that Irulon actually cared at all. The tone of her voice. Her apparent forgetfulness. Even the way her smile turned to a look of concern was too… practiced. It wouldn’t surprise Alyssa in the slightest to find out that Irulon woke up bright and early every morning to practice her facial expressions in the mirror. Or maybe she had some sort of Royal Expression Coach. Either way, she needed more practice. “It was just a bit hectic at the time, you know?”

“No. I don’t.”

It was a rhetorical question, Alyssa thought to herself.

“But,” Irulon continued, “I have seen my eldest brother running about all harried. As heir to the throne, it is his duty to restore order. I’ve even heard it rumored that we will need to increase the tax on several of the larger villages this harvest season in order to fully feed the city. It is truly a tragic incident.

“Enough of this depressing talk for now,” she said, concern vanishing from her face in an instant to be replaced with her usual smile. “You came here to learn magic. Good news! Chief Administrator Devo has… consented to allowing you library access. Though I must say, when I described your appearance to him, I wasn’t expecting you to look so… different.”

Deciding that nothing good could come of questioning just how she convinced the administrator to allow her access, Alyssa focused on her appearance. “That was my first day in the city. I hadn’t even found a real place to stay.”

“You’ve found a place now?”

“I have.”

Irulon went silent for a moment, perhaps wondering if Alyssa would elaborate on just where she was staying. If the princess wanted to find out where she lived, she would just have to expend some of her princessly resources. It probably wouldn’t be that difficult, but she was just unnerving enough that Alyssa really didn’t want her stopping by Tzheitza’s potions shop if it could be helped.

“Hm. Well,” Irulon gestured back to a nearby table and chairs, “mind if I ask a few questions?”

“I suppose not,” Alyssa said as she took the indicated seat.

“You are not from around here.”

Alyssa couldn’t help her sigh. “That is correct.”

“I mean anywhere near here. The whole continent. You aren’t from across the northern desert. You aren’t from across any of the oceans. You aren’t from south of the Fortress of Pandora. You are a creature of the Underworld.”

“The what?”

Irulon blinked. Then she blinked again. “I’m wrong?” she said, losing her smile. “No. You aren’t from the surface. You must be from the Underworld.”

“I really don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve never lived underground. How did you even come to that conclusion? Does where I used to live really matter?”

Again, Irulon blinked. She eyed Alyssa with suspicion in her eyes, but eventually nodded her head. “I suppose it doesn’t. I was sure… hm. Never mind. But you don’t deny being inhuman. You are a creature of… some type.”

“I hate to break it to you, but that’s wrong too. I am a human. I was born a human and I imagine I’ll continue to be a human for the rest of my life.” Alyssa watched, half expecting the princess’ eyes to switch to those dark versions with white rings. But they didn’t. Irulon did narrow her eyes, but it wasn’t even directed at Alyssa. It was more of a brow-furrowed-in-thought kind of thing.

“You don’t have to deny that,” Irulon said after a moment. “Even if you’re one of the great Monster Lords, it won’t matter to me. I’ll keep your secret.”

“I’m not a monster!” Cid and Bacco had thought the same thing. Or at least Bacco had. She had thought it was because of some obtusely answered questions on her part, but had it been something else? Why would Irulon think she was a monster? She had seen other people with brown hair and brown eyes around the city. So it wasn’t like she looked inhuman. If anything, Irulon was the monster! Who even had violet eyes? Giant dragons disguised as humans, that’s who! But Alyssa didn’t say that. Obviously. “Look. I’m human. I was born to human parents. I was born on the surface and have lived there my entire life. Yes, it was far away from Lyria. I do concede that point.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-five.”

“Have you ever died?”

“What? What kind of question is that?” Alyssa rubbed at her forehead. This was not how she had imagined meeting the princess would go. Where was she even getting these ideas. “Princess, I don’t mean to seem rude or anything, but you seem to have drawn some odd conclusions about me from… somewhere.”

“Hm. Curiouser and curiouser…”

“I don’t suppose we could switch the topic to magic? It is what I came here to learn, after all.” Anything to get the topic off herself.

Irulon stood, making Alyssa’s stomach lurch. For a moment, she thought the younger woman was going to stalk out of the room. Maybe offended at the lack of accuracy in her notions. But she didn’t. She nodded her head as she opened the tome chained to her waist. “I see I need additional data to formulate proper analysis of you, so I suppose there is no harm in switching to a magic discussion for the time being. First however, I would like to see you cast a spell once more.” Pulling a card from the tome, she placed it face up on the table between them. As soon as it was down, she promptly took a half-dozen steps backward.

Frowning, Alyssa glanced down at the card. The base design was a triangle. Inside that triangle were more triangles, each of which had more triangles. Just as with every other spell card she had seen, the angelic runes were written all over it. This card seemed to have more than others, but maybe that was her imagination. “What is it?”

“Fractal Mirror. A Rank Six spell.”

“What does it do?”

Irulon’s perfect smile froze on her face. “Hm. I wonder.”

Well that wasn’t omnious or anything. The way she backed away didn’t help with Alyssa’s confidence. Her tome was still open in her hand. Her other hand was fingering one of the cards as well. Something to cast should this Fractal Mirror go wrong? What could the spell be?

She knew what mirrors were. Fractals were… some math thing. They made interesting pictures on the internet. Or people made interesting pictures and called them fractals. The specific image she had in mind was an animated gif that zoomed in forever. So how would that translate to a spell?

Shrugging her shoulders, she decided to try what everyone else did. Holding up the card with the pattern facing away from her—though also not pointed at Irulon—Alyssa said, “Fractal Mirror!”

Nothing happened. The card stayed between her fingers. Nothing she looked at changed. There were no mirrors and no fractals anywhere to be seen.

Irulon’s smile widened ever so slightly. Her fingers flipped through her tome before she held up an identical card. “Fractal Mirror,” she intoned in a low voice.

The card shattered into thumb-sized shards like it was a piece of glass. It didn’t just disappear or burn up. The card didn’t stop with just breaking. The pieces flew out of her fingers, filling the air around her with far more glassy slivers than could possibly have fit in the paper card. They exploded, doubling in quantity without shrinking in size. It happened over and over again until Alyssa could only see Irulon’s silhouette through the glass.

Said silhouette reached out and casually tapped one of the shards. As soon as her finger made contact, the entire array of glass crushed inward, folding in on itself. Irulon’s silhouette went with it, twisting and breaking as the glass pressed into a small ball. The size of a beach ball. The size of a volleyball. The size of a marble. Soon enough, there was nothing left. No glass. No magic.

No Irulon.

Alyssa stood with a start. Was she invisible? Had something gone wrong?

She barely started panicking when she heard a soft sigh from behind her.

Spinning around, Alyssa found the princess standing just a few paces behind her. A thin sheen of sweat glistened on her skin that hadn’t been there before, but she otherwise looked just as she had before casting a spell.

All that for a teleport!? was Alyssa’s first thought. Thinking about it for literally one more second had her in absolute awe. She was far too used to Hollywood and flashy instant teleports in movies. But Irulon had literally moved from one side of the room to the other without crossing the space in between. That was absolutely amazing! Something no technology could possibly replicate. At least not any technology on modern day Earth. It was showy, flashy, and had taken a good three seconds—probably enough time to have simply walked across the room—but still. It wasn’t like everything needed a combat application.

Glancing down at the card in her hand again, Alyssa wondered just how versatile it was. Could it get her back to her home? If so, she could go home, shower, spend the night, and come back every single day. When—or rather, if she ran out of ammo for one of her guns, she could go home and resupply. The food she had left behind. The spices. Anything valuable. The internet. Her printer. This spell could be the most useful thing she had discovered so far.

If it could get her home, could it get her home?

It looked like it had taken a bit out of Irulon. Her stance wasn’t quite as perfect as it had been before. Sweat glistened on her skin. Having been to the gym on a regular basis before coming here, Alyssa had seen plenty of people doing the slow breathing exercises to get back to a normal rate that Irulon was doing now.

Still, even if it was a bit exhausting, it would be worth it.

“Mind if I try again?” Alyssa said.

Irulon took a deep breath, let it out nice and slow, and nodded her head. “Go ahead if you think you can.” Again, she stepped far away and opened her tome to grab onto a card.

Alyssa didn’t mind. It was probably some defensive spell that would keep her from dying if the shards of glass went out of control or something like that. Instead of paying attention to Irulon, Alyssa focused on the spell. Disappearing and reappearing two steps to the left—while she wanted to go home, she really didn’t want to go without a quick way back. And she couldn’t go home home while those angels were still running around. Two steps seemed a good test.

As soon as she imagined the shards of glass whirling around her, it happened. Her card shattered just as Irulon’s had. The pieces multiplied over and over again as they surrounded her. Soon enough, she couldn’t see out of the cloud. She could see herself reflected in the facets.

But the shards continued swirling around. It had been three seconds between the card shattering and Irulon appearing behind her. But it had been far more than ten seconds now.

At least twenty seconds passed before she realized that something was wrong. The glass whirled around her, each little shard reflecting herself. Her elation at finding a teleportation spell died, replaced with an unnatural dread.

The glass surrounded her.

There was no way out.

No way anywhere.

She had a narrow bubble of space between her and the glass. Enough to turn and see that there were no holes in the curtain. If she tried to reach out, her hand would surely be torn to shreds.

Alyssa continued turning. Her breathing quickened. There had to be a way out. Irulon had escaped.

That’s right! Irulon had escaped. Alyssa had seen it with her own eyes. The princess had reached out and touched one of the pieces of glass!

Alyssa kept her hand firmly at her side. There were so many. And they were all moving. The sharp edges gleamed. If she moved her arm, her hand would come right off.

As she looked at the glass, she noticed something. Her reflections weren’t always the same. Alyssa kept her hair in a ponytail to keep it out of her face. But one mirror showed her hair frazzled, messy, and half covering her eyes. Another showed her seated in a chair. Another still lying on the floor, bleeding out from a hundred thousand cuts. Yet another was Alyssa with her pistol drawn, aimed at the back of Irulon’s head.

She watched that last one for a moment. It was slow moving and easy to keep track of even among the tornado of glass. The Alyssa in the reflection fired her gun, but the bullet stopped short. Irulon had activated the spell in her open tome, creating some sort of reflective barrier around her. A ghastly hand reached out of the mirror toward the Alyssa in the reflection. Just before it reached, the shard of glass shattered, destroying the reflection.

What the hell was that?

Alyssa stared. Every single shard was different. Each showed a scene. Some disappeared like the one. Some appeared as if from nothing.

She was out on the street.

She was downstairs, trying to break the glass on a trophy case.

She flipped over a chair.

She curled up in a ball under a desk.

She was reading a book.

She tore apart a book.

There! One moving slowly enough to track. She was seated on a desk, feet on a chair, and her chin resting on her curled knuckles as her elbow rested on her knee. It was a pose much like how Tenebrael had appeared a week ago in the inn.

Alyssa reached out and touched it, nicking her finger in the process.

But things changed. All the images reflected in the shards of glass disappeared, replaced with the image of her seated on the desk.

The shards froze in the air, no longer spinning around. They pressed in, moving right up against her skin. The glass was like ice chilling her body. But they didn’t stop there. They kept squeezing in, pinching, pressing, digging into her flesh. Alyssa couldn’t breathe.

She tried to scream as the shards dug into her eyes. Into her ears. She tried to scream, but the glass was in her mouth. On her tongue. Down her throat. It pressed into her, pulling her apart from the outside and the inside.

Until everything stopped.
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                Alyssa blinked. She was staring at Irulon for some reason. The princess had a look of genuine surprise on her face, but she quickly schooled it away behind her smile, which opened right up as her lips began to flap. Noise came out. Vibrations in the air that might as well have been static on a radio for all Alyssa could understand it. So she didn’t bother trying. Instead, she focused on herself.

Moving ever so slightly rubbed her the wrong way. She was soaking wet. Sweat poured off every inch of her skin. It wasn’t the good kind of post-workout sweat either. It was a cold, clammy sort of sweat. The kind that she might wake up with in the middle of the night after dreaming about something frightening. One of her hands shook as she watched it. The other was propping up her chin. Without it there, she would probably have fallen. Somehow, she had wound up sitting right on the edge of a desk. No matter how hard she tried, Alyssa couldn’t think of how she actually got atop it.

That wasn’t to say that she had lost her memories. “There was so much,” she said, voice shaking. She had seen herself a hundred thousand times in countless glass shards. Every version of her had been doing different things. Sometimes two different shards did similar things. Sometimes they were wildly different. Every single one felt burned into the insides of her skull. But she clearly remembered picking and touching one where she was seated as she was now.

She just couldn’t remember how she moved from one side of the room to the top of the desk.

The floor lurched forward. Alyssa tried to jump back, away from it, but it didn’t help. The hard stone smacked into her face before she could do anything.

“Oh dear,” Irulon said. She moved forward a few steps, allowing her gold-cloth shoes to come into view as she stomped on the floor, though it was too late to beat back its assault on Alyssa. “Has your mind fallen to pieces? I’m afraid I cannot fix that, but rest assured that I will take great pleasure in taking you apart to find out exactly what you are.”

Alyssa groaned, pressing her hand against the smooth floor. The thick layer of sweat clinging to her palm just about made her slip, but she managed to hold on. “What,” she ground through grit teeth. Her head felt like it was going to explode. “What was that?”

“Ah, are you recovering?”

It took some effort, much grunting and muscle strain, for Alyssa to get herself up into a proper seated position on the floor. At no point did Irulon lift a finger to help, though she had fallen silent, thankfully. Every noise was making her head thump. The princess just stood aside, watching while Alyssa used one of the table’s legs as a back rest. Closing her eyes, she leaned her head back and just tried to empty her mind.

 

Alyssa stood behind Irulon, swinging a chair down over the other woman’s head. The wood seat fell into a mirrored surface that appeared between the two.

Alyssa elbowed the glass case containing the Medusa’s head, getting nothing but pain for her efforts.

Alyssa tripped down the stairs. Her arm broke as it caught in the railing’s bars.

 

Alyssa jerked, snapping open her eyes and sucking in a sharp gasp of air.

Irulon stood over her, leaning over with a smile. A strange smile. It wasn’t her usual expression that she had probably practiced in the mirror a hundred times a day. It was… pleasant yet unnerving at the same time. Her lips pushed up her cheeks, forming just the shadow of wrinkles around the corners of her eyes. It was far more natural than the mask she usually wore.

Which just made this all the more unnerving. Just what had made Irulon happy enough to genuinely smile.

Worse still, Alyssa had the odd sensation of deja vu. This… was this real? She had already seen it. One of the shards of glass had this exact scene.

“Alyssa? Can you hear me? Hello?”

“What was that?” Alyssa asked, just as she had in the shard. But the shard hadn’t shown her further than this point. Although the scene itself was vivid enough in her mind that she might as well be rewatching it on her phone, she couldn’t actually remember the piece of glass itself. Had it disappeared? Crushed like the ones where she had apparently died in some manner? Or had it simply gone out of her sight?

“Fractal Mirror. A Rank Six spell that allows the arcanist to view every conceivable action they could take within the next sixty seconds. Upon touching a pane of glass, the spell then forces this world to correspond with what you saw in whatever shard of reality you chose. All intervening actions are effectively discarded in favor of the end result.”

That didn’t make much sense to Alyssa, but it was magic. Rank Six as well. Far from her estimation of the lower ranks being easily replicated by mundane means.

“Everything is probably blurring together at the moment. It will get better as time passes and you can further divorce yourself from what you witnessed. Changing location can work as well. Shall we move to the other side of the room?”

“I’d rather avoid moving for the foreseeable future, if that’s alright with you.” Once again, Alyssa tried to close her eyes. She could still see all the possibilities, but Irulon was right. Sixty seconds must have passed. While she had been lying on the floor almost exactly as she was now in any number of those possibilities, she hadn’t once heard what the spell actually did. Knowing how it worked, Irulon had probably done that on purpose.

It showed the future? What kind of insanity was that? Now that she was actually thinking about it, just that aspect of the spell alone was crazy enough. Then it had to go and what… break causality? That was what it had done, right? Alyssa wasn’t some sort of physicist or any other kind of scientist, but she had definitely heard about causality in various fictions. Just thinking about it made her headache worsen.

“So, you are capable of casting spells at the peak of human limits. Quite impressive. There are only three others in the city able to do the same. Administrator Devo and my dear father. Myself included, of course.”

“Are all high level spells so…” Alyssa shuddered.

Which just made Irulon giggle. “Fractal magic has a long and storied history of driving its users insane. As such, it is not a well researched specialization. Such an unexplored facet of magic could open up countless unknown possibilities. My particular fascination revolves around the possibility that all the possibilities you saw are real, actually happening somewhere out there.”

“It makes people insane?” Alyssa clung to that one line, barely hearing the rest of what Irulon had to say. “And you made me cast it, ugh. I still feel like my brain is melting through my ears.”

“Truthfully, I did not believe you would be able to. When you actually initiated the spell, I assumed you were doomed. I was all prepared to call in some servants to clean up the mess.” Irulon took the seat in a chair near where Alyssa sat on the floor, crossing her legs as she sat down. “I am truly impressed. As expected of some unknown creature of the Underworld.”

“I’m not… Ugh, whatever. It hurts to argue.”

“Ahaha! You’re a fascinating one. Shame I can’t take you apart.”

“I’d appreciate if you wouldn’t.”

“Perhaps later. For now, you want to learn magic. Tell me why.”

That was a question Alyssa had expected before even showing up today. So it didn’t take much thinking to go through her options. Of course, she had come up with answers before she knew about Irulon’s obsession with this Underworld—some place, presumably, that Alyssa had never heard of before now. “I arrived in Teneville a few weeks ago through a magical accident. I would like to get back home.”

“There is a pit leading to the—”

“I’m not from the damn Underworld! I’ve never even heard of it until today!” Alyssa groaned. That outburst hadn’t helped her headache. “Before arriving in Teneville, I didn’t even know magic was real. I don’t know what spell brought me here or how to reverse it. However, I do know that the creature who sent me here was not a human. If I go back, it will probably try to kill me. So I need a way to defend myself as well.” Okay. Technically the one who sent her here wasn’t going to try to kill her, that would be Iosefael, but Irulon didn’t need to know the difference between Tenebrael and Iosefael. Or any other angels that might exist for that matter. “Can you help me?”

“You’re being awfully vague. Though I suppose that is why I’m interested in you. There are a plethora of spells related to combat and defense. Transportation magic… hmm…” Irulon took her violet eyes off Alyssa for a moment, scanning around the library. “I assume you require something for long distances.”

“I’ve never heard of Lyria. Or Teneville. Or the First City. Or the Fortress of Pandora…”

Irulon looked back with a jerk of her head. Her eyes flickered for an instant, reverting to that black with white rings where her irises should be. Whatever it was, it only lasted a quick second. Could it have been a spell of some sort?

No. Everyone she had seen cast a spell had called out the name of the spell. Even Irulon had called out the Fractal Mirror spell.

“Hey,” Alyssa said softly. Her headache was dying down enough that it was just a mild ache rather than the thumping pain. “How come people shout out the spell names when they cast?”

“Humans trigger the spell through a verbal phrase. Humans,” she repeated with a smile.

“I am human,” Alyssa said with a scowl.

“Hm. Did you know that you’re missing… No. Never mind.”

“Missing what?”

“Never. Mind.”

Glancing around, Alyssa worried for a moment that the mirror spell had not moved something when it moved the rest of her. Both pistols were still holstered, one under her arm and one at her hip. All the rings, necklaces, and other such jewelry were still in place. Her hair was still pulled back into a ponytail and she had both arms, both legs, and all her fingers and toes. Naturally, her dress was still in place as well. Aziz’s satchel should have been on top of the desk, but it hadn’t been on her person while using the spell.

Maybe Irulon was mistaken and that was why she had said never mind. Shaking her head, and feeling slightly better, Alyssa used the table to get back on her feet. Her stance wasn’t so steady, but she managed to keep herself from toppling over. The satchel was right on top, right where she had left it, and a quick search through showed nothing missing.

“Take out your little copying trinket,” Irulon said. “I’ll show you a few generic spells you can use to defend yourself. After that, we should determine your specializations.”

“Uh…” Alyssa shifted side to side as she averted her eyes from Irulon.

“Uh? Uh what?” Irulon’s violet eyes shifted to the satchel, Alyssa’s waist, her hands, then back to her eyes. “You don’t have it. Why? With how you reacted last time, I do not believe you would have given it away. Damaged then? Lost. With its apparent value, you would have been exceedingly careful unless I grossly misjudged your personality. Stolen then.”

“Not stolen per se. I wanted it upgraded a bit and handed it off to someone who could do that. They… uh… have probably forgotten completely at this point.” The night before, Alyssa had tried to get it back. She had closed her eyes, clasped her hands together, and verbally asked Tenebrael to appear before her. That stupid angel obviously hadn’t—she was probably too busy torturing that other idiotic angel. Or whatever they were doing together. Alyssa hadn’t seen either since that night. Ugh, was it too much to ask that they bow to her every whim? Or at least return the phone.

It had been absurdly embarrassing, especially with Kasita watching her the whole time.

“An upgrade implies that they are familiar enough with the trinket to delve into its inner enchantments. Meaning that they could build another one.” Irulon stood, arched her back in a quick stretch, and looked to Alyssa. “Take me there. I would like to acquire one for myself. While we’re out, we can find you a proper tailor.”

Blinking, Alyssa glanced down at herself. Her long blue skirt and the light blue top were perfectly fine looking. Maybe wrinkled from being packed in her pack for two weeks along with a bunch of other junk, but relatively clean. They weren’t dirty or frayed around the edges. Given that Alyssa’s mother had roughly the same body size and shape, they weren’t even overly large.

In comparison to Irulon’s elegant silk gown with all its purple and golden colors, Alyssa’s cotton or polyester or whatever it was did look a little worse. But who cared? She hadn’t come here for fashion tips. She came for the magic! Which, unfortunately, seemed like it was being blocked by her phone.

“Unfortunately, the person upgrading it doesn’t exactly have a shop.”

“And you don’t have a way to locate them?”

“I tried already, just yesterday, and failed. I think I’m just going to have to wait for her to bring it back to me.”

“Hm. This sounds more and more like it was stolen, though through your own foolishness rather than any guile on the thief’s part.”

“Nope, I’m quite sure that this person is entirely trustworthy… with this one specific thing.” And maybe the location of Bercilak as well. Anything else, Alyssa would take with a grain of salt.

“And you have no means of contacting them? Perhaps a Message spell?”

Actually, despite being in Aziz’s notebook, that spell hadn’t even crossed her mind. The only other means of contacting Tenebrael that Alyssa could think of had been to go out and murder someone—or find someone about to die. And she wasn’t about to do that. It was true that she had… killed a small number of people since that fateful night, but she wasn’t some murderer! Not even over something as extraordinarily useful as a stupid phone.

Though it would be lying to say that she hadn’t been keeping her eyes open for any goblins while delivering Tzheitza’s potions over the past few days.

“How exactly does Message work?” She knew roughly from what she had read in Aziz’s notebook, but it was a higher ranked spell. Higher than Zero, anyway. With him unable to cast Rank Zero, he had only brief descriptions of much beyond. Yet another reason she still hadn’t tried to fly.

“You say Message, followed by the name of the recipient, followed by a short verbal message.”

“Won’t work,” Alyssa said instantly. “I don’t know their real name.” Except she did. Dominion Tenebrael. She couldn’t just speak it in front of Irulon. With that tattoo around Irulon’s eye mimicking Tenebrael’s, claiming to be friends or enemies with Tenebrael would likely see her exiled for heresy or blasphemy. According to Kasita, the typical punishment for that minor crime was exile to the First City. Maybe she could find some monsters as friendly as Kasita. Maybe she would wind up food for some creature from beyond her nightmares. However, as soon as she got back to Tzheitza’s potion shop, the message spell would be the first thing she tried.

“I see,” Irulon said, all amusement missing from her voice and her face. “So you handed off a trinket, the likes of which I have never seen before, to someone who you don’t know, doesn’t have a proper business, and you have no way of locating. And you think this was a good idea?” Shaking her head, Irulon sighed. “I had thought—perhaps even wished in a moment of weakness—that you were more intelligent than the average imbecile. Sometimes I forget how slowly other people think.”

Well if that wasn’t the most arrogant thing Alyssa had ever heard, she didn’t know what was. At the same time, she could see where Irulon was coming from. The phone would have become worthless after only a few hours in operation anyway because of the battery running out, so if she didn’t ever get it back, it wasn’t that big of a loss. She would have needed to go without it anyway. Without knowing that, it was perfectly understandable for the princess to be upset.

“If you weren’t a Rank Six arcanist, I would probably have you thrown into my oubliette. As it is, I am considering the benefits of having you publicly flogged.”

“Please don’t.”

“Hm.” Irulon stared as if seriously considering the prospect.

“Look, uhh…” Alyssa said quickly, desperate for a change in the subject. “Why don’t we, uh…” She had just about asked about the duplication method Aziz had mentioned so long ago, wondering if it were possible just to clone Irulon’s spell tome. But that was a bit close to their current topic of using her phone to copy down spells. Mentally, Alyssa snapped her fingers. “I’ve never created a spell card before. I’m sure an arcanist of your caliber has all sorts of tips and tricks. Would you show me how?” There! Perfect! A bit of busy work to distract the princess along with a hint of ego stroking.

But Irulon made a face. “I knew you were new, but you haven’t scribed a spell? That’s the most basic of basics.”

“Then it shouldn’t take long to teach me. I am literate and well educated in non-magical matters. Think of it as… an investment. I can’t be an effective Rank Six arcanist if I can’t even cobble together a single spell card.”

“To be an investment, you must be something that I can use. And I definitely can find uses for an unknown arcanist with your potential. Very well. Your compelling argument has convinced me,” Irulon said in a flat tone of voice. She wasn’t even trying to pretend like she had needed convincing.

Teeth clenched together, Alyssa forced herself into a smile. “Great. Sounds lovely.”
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                Alyssa’s hand ached. Muscles in the palm of her hand and her wrist were all cramped up. They shouldn’t be. She had only been practicing drawing a perfect circle for two hours. Back in her grade school days, she had written pretty much all day long for twelve years straight. Two hours holding a pencil should have been a cinch.

Haha. No. By the end of it, her fingers had been locked in place. Her knuckles crackled and popped when she finally set down the fountain pen. She hadn’t even been using ink for the majority of the time. It was too expensive for simple practice. But Alyssa couldn’t fault the results. She had successfully tested a Message spell on Irulon.

Maybe not the most impressive spell to test, but also not a destructive spell. The actual act of creating the spell card had been fairly unimpressive as well. A few scribbles and… magic. A small part of her had expected some sort of ritual involved in their creation. Maybe a drop of blood in the middle or a few abracadabras mumbled under her breath. But no. So long as the designs were properly formed and the card contained the proper angelic text—which Irulon didn’t know the exact meaning of either, though she had mentioned that they were among the more difficult parts of spell creation—the spell would work.

Flicking her wrist to try to work the kinks out, Alyssa walked down the street with an occasional glance to a piece of paper. Directions. After Irulon decided that Alyssa’s meager attempts at perfect shapes were satisfactory enough—or maybe she had just gotten bored—Alyssa had asked for directions to that tailor that she had mentioned. While her modern clothes were less attention-grabbing than the purple cloak she had first worn to the city, acquiring some legitimate attire that fit with the local fashion sounded necessary, if not now then at some point in the future. She doubted that she would actually purchase anything as she had left most of Svotty’s cash behind. Scouting out prices and making contacts with important people were her current goals.

The wealthier side of the city, which contained the Observatorium and several of the larger more opulent homes, felt awkward to walk through. The streets were cleaner than the north and western areas. Larger as well. Some of the main roads were even paved with smoothed cobblestones. There were big houses, even bigger than Tzheitza’s shop, that didn’t even have businesses attached to them like many others did. Their yards weren’t like modern grass yards. They had grass, but they were more like miniature farms filled with all sorts of chickens and turkeys. Walking past was like crossing in front of a band of trumpeters.

But none of that really bothered Alyssa.

It was the slaves.

They were elves for the most part once again. Some would wander the streets with their masters. Others would be in their manor’s yards tending to the livestock or plants. It took a great deal of effort to keep her head focused forward and not get too worked up about their status.

The markets were far more fascinating. There were larger stalls like those at the city entrance, though there weren’t as many of the mobile carts compared to the permanent building shops. The permanent buildings were all oversized. Each shop was unique, nothing like a modern strip mall. Every single shop without exception had large signs hanging above the doorways, painted with their names and a logo. The names were actually far smaller than the logo. Perhaps for the illiterate. Tonks Tailory had a spool of thread with a single string stretching off toward a tunic. The leatherworking shop had its whole sign made out of hides. A barber’s shop had scissors and… leeches?

Not as many people wandered about between the merchants and stores when compared with the city entrance market, but both the people and the goods for sale looked far more expensive. Apples still lacked the glossy sheen of the modern version and were still bruised, but less so compared to the ones she had seen and purchased over near Tzheitza’s shop.

Checking her directions, Alyssa frowned. There was a tailor shop right in the middle of the main square, the second that she had seen since entering this market. It had a few people standing around it. But Irulon’s instructions specifically said to avoid Cott’s Cloth Emporium. Instead, Alyssa headed in the opposite direction down a dark and dusty alley. Despite it still being the middle of the day, it was almost like she had walked indoors. Or into a cave.

Save for herself, the alley was empty. No one bustled about down in this forsaken section of the market. Even the sounds of the crowd from the main square were nothing more than eerie whispers in the shadows.

Was this supposed to be Irulon’s idea of a joke?

Alyssa threw a glance behind her, just to make sure that she wasn’t being boxed in by two creepy thieves. For her meeting at the Observatorium, she had left behind her shotgun. Both her hip and underarm holsters were filled. Putting her hand on her pistol’s hilt, she crept on just a little longer.

The alley seemed to stretch on forever. It couldn’t, of course. There were other streets around. But no matter how far she walked, she never seemed to get closer to the light at the end. The bricks of the alley closed around her as if it were a mouth trying to consume her in the most unassuming fashion.

A flash of movement skittered about in front of her, tearing out of a small archway. Alyssa had her pistol out and aimed down the alley in the blink of an eye.

She didn’t need to use it. The skeletally thin mutt scampered off, startled from an alcove it had been hiding in. Alyssa clamped her hand over her mouth and nose as she glanced toward the alcove. A metal shutter contraption blocked off most of a doorway, but one of the metal plates near the bottom was bent back. Red viscera spilled out onto the ground. Blood mixed with dirt and saliva in deep gouges from claw and teeth marks. The starving dog must have found a snack, but ugh, what was it?

The smell burned at her nose; a meaty, rank scent that was somewhere between rotting food and an outhouse.

Bugs swarmed over the viscera. Large bulbous bugs with sharp snouts. Like mosquitoes except they were the size of her palm. They stayed close to the bloody mess and away from her, but the sight of them still made her shudder.

Thinking she must have taken a wrong turn, Alyssa backed away. This couldn’t be the right place. A princess like Irulon would never be caught dead in such a dank place. There were even thick cobwebs clinging to overhead archways that stretched between the buildings, blocking out light. It was all too much.

No. Irulon would shop at some marble mansion filled with clothes made out of actual gold threads. There would be a hundred attendants surrounding her at all times, bringing her one dress after another as she sat in the middle, directing them like an orchestra conductor with her too-perfect smile.

Alyssa started out of the alley only to pause. She hadn’t noticed when passing earlier, but there was glass on this wall. A window. Dust had caked onto the glass so thick that it blended into the surrounding walls. The only reason she noticed was because of the massive spider web breaking up the fine layer of dust. Now that she was looking, she could see faint lettering etched into the glass.

 

Madame Webb’s Fine Threads

 

Glancing down at her directions, Alyssa confirmed that yes, this was the tailor that Irulon had mentioned. What a creepy place, she thought as she leaned in to try to peer through the glass. Even if the place actually existed, which Alyssa still wasn’t sure of with how empty and uninhabited the building looked, she still wasn’t all that inclined to enter.

Wait.

It wasn’t empty. Something just moved inside. Brushing a bit of dust away, Alyssa got her first good look at the interior. Only a few candles lit up the dim room. A young girl sat behind a counter, she had to be younger than Alyssa. Maybe even a teenager. She had long black hair and… a blindfold covering her eyes. Even with the thick cloth on her face, the girl still turned to the window with a smile.

A knot formed in Alyssa’s stomach. But the girl couldn’t possibly have seen her. That was definitely not some false blindfold. It might as well be a wool scarf.

The girl lifted a gloved hand into the air and gave a small beckoning wave.

The knot pulled itself taut as Alyssa jumped back from the window. Nope. No no definitely not. I’ve seen this horror movie. Gun in hand and keeping an eye over her shoulder, Alyssa stalked back down the alley toward the main market square. Running away from someone who might be legitimately blind and had merely heard her brush away the window dust did make her feel a bit bad, but this was a world of monsters and magic. Alyssa would take her chances at the popular tailor shop in the well-lit market rather than some run-down back-alley hole-in-the-wall.

A narrow shadow blocked the light at the end of the alley as a figure moved toward her.

Grinding her teeth together, Alyssa aimed her gun. The market was just beyond, likely filled with people, but Alyssa found herself hard pressed to care at the moment. Between the bloody meat leaking from buildings, creepy blind girls, and dark alleys, she just wanted to be back out in the light. And this man was blocking her in.

 

Or… he had been blocking her in.

 

A scream echoed off the bricks in the alley. Not Alyssa’s scream. She was just fine. It had come from the man who was now sniveling in a heap on the floor with his hands clasped over his head. A handful of people passing the mouth of the alley glanced in. Either they didn’t care or they didn’t want to get caught up in troublesome things because they all continued on their way. At least one of them would probably notify a guard. Which might either be good or bad depending on who the guard decided was the aggressor here.

Right now, it was looking an awful lot like Alyssa.

After tossing a quick glance down the alley to ensure that this wasn’t some strange distraction while people sneaked up behind her, Alyssa took a cautious step closer to the man. Not because she wanted to, but because it was the closest way out of the alley. Thankfully, he had thrown himself to a wall, leaving her with plenty of space to edge around him. So long as the curved sword at his hip remained in its little sling on his belt… Alyssa frowned as she eyed the skinny man. His clothes were shabby. Nothing like what someone actually shopping in this section of the city would normally wear.

He peeked out from under his arms as Alyssa paused.

All sense of curiosity fled from Alyssa, replaced with rage. Her fingers tightened around the grip of her pistol as she brought it back up to aim squarely at the man.

“Cid,” she spat.

“P-please don’t hurt me!”

“Stalking me? Or out hunting for more victims to sell? Either way, I should send you to Tenebrael. That would solve at least two of my problems. Give one good reason why you deserve to live.”

“I…” He kept his head down, forehead pressed firmly into the dirt ground. His voice came out slightly muffled with how he was curled up. But he still managed to steady his voice enough to speak clearly. “I need your help.”

“Help?” Alyssa parroted. He had been clear, but she still wasn’t sure that she had heard him clearly. “You need my help? With what? Kidnapping more—” Cutting herself off as someone coughed, Alyssa looked up. Apparently not everyone had moved on. Three people dressed in a well-to-do style were staring. Others, curious at what was making a spectacle, were stopping to watch before moving on with their business. “I’m leaving. If I catch you following me again, I will shoot you and I won’t lose a wink of sleep over it. Rather, I imagine that this world would be a much better place.”

“Wait! Please.” Cid reached out, grasping for her ankles until she stepped on his hand. She ground her heel in, eliciting a sharp groan. But it wasn’t enough to stop him from talking. “It’s Bacco. T-They took him! He’s all I have. If something were to happen to him…”

No matter what universe, there was a generally agreed upon rule that a tragedy befalling someone did not excuse their crimes and disgusting personalities. Sympathy should only be afforded to the sympathetic. Which Cid most certainly was not. Even if he had lost his arms and legs to goblins, she wouldn’t have cared in the slightest.

But Alyssa still found herself stopping. Not because of Cid, but because of Bacco. The larger man had helped her out and had been slightly more tolerable than his partner. In the end, he had still tried to sell her, but he had seemed at least somewhat reluctant about it. Maybe that wasn’t a good reason to forgive him. In fact, no! It most certainly isn’t a good reason to forgive him. Especially when he had probably only been reluctant because he had been afraid of her. Had she been any old regular girl, she would likely be confined to a bedchamber right about now.

“I don’t see why I should care. Get out of my sight.”

Cid clutched his hand to his chest the moment Alyssa lifted her foot. Leaving him to his sniveling, Alyssa started walking again. She shot a glare at one of the men watching the altercation from the main street; he quickly decided that he had other places to be, leaving the alley exit open.

“They’re after you too!” Cid called out from behind her. “And they’ll find you. Don’t think you can hide behind your potion seller forever!”

Alyssa’s steps froze with one foot in the air. A small bit of perspiration formed on her back as she slowly lowered her boot to the ground. She stood there with her back to Cid, mind flashing through possibilities and worries.

“You’re lucky I found you first.”

It was a good thing the safety was on. Alyssa’s finger wasn’t even in the trigger guard, but her hand was shaking with how hard her fingers were wrapped around the grip. Whirling on her heel, she got her first good look at Cid’s face.

Days old cuts lined his face. Each were thick, like they had been drawn on with a pointed stick rather than a metal blade. His lips were split in several places. One of his eyes had swelled almost to the point of being shut entirely.

Curling her lip, Alyssa stalked back to him. She squatted down, not even caring that the hem of her dress brushed against the dirt. “What are you talking about?” she hissed. “Who is after me?”

“Who do you think? Waters Street.”

“Great.” Alyssa bit her lip. She had considered that the gang might be larger than Svotty and his guards, but with a week passing and having heard nothing about the gang, she had put it out of her mind. “They’re upset about Svotty?”

Cid scoffed. “Knocking off Svotty wasn’t even a big deal. He’s already been replaced. I doubt they were even worried about the loose coins. They’re… upset about you stealing their merchandise.”

“Merchan—The monster girls?”

“Unless you took something more valuable that I don’t know about, yes.”

A faint tingle brushed the hairs on Alyssa’s neck. She threw a quick glance about just to make sure that no one was sneaking up on her. “So what is after me? A few thugs like you and Bacco? How many?”

Cid put his disgusting teeth on display—now missing one or two more than he had before, but that was hardly noticeable. As he smiled, one of the cuts on his lip broke open, spilling a fresh trickle of blood down his chin. “I’ve told you enough. You help me, and I’ll help you.”

His smile slipped as the silence dragged on. Alyssa wasn’t about to agree to anything he wanted. Instead she stood and started walking away again. “I’ll deal with it myself.” Tzheitza had to have some good ideas on what to do. And she was infinitely more trustworthy.

“Please,” Cid called out as she turned her back on him, all trace of his momentary schadenfrude missing from his voice. “Help me save Bacco. He’s a good kid. Doesn’t deserve this life I’ve dragged him into. I’ll tell you everything I know. Once we find him, you’ll never have to see us again.”

Alyssa continued on for another few steps, but each one came slower than the last until she finally stopped. He had a point. She knew absolutely nothing of the Waters Street gang save for what she saw at the brothel. Tzheitza might know about the gang, but she might not just as easily. Cid was, if not a full member of the gang, a close associate of them. He had up-to-date insider knowledge. And had likely been tortured at their hands if his wounds were anything to go by.

He wouldn’t be loyal to them after that.

“Get on your feet. Keep your hands away from your sides and do not make any sudden movements. They will be your last. And quit smiling! It repulses me.”

“You’ll help me?”

“I’ll consider it. I won’t give you anything more concrete than that until I know more. But not here.” Even if they weren’t really paying more attention than a simple curiosity deserved, Alyssa didn’t like her business being aired in front of half the market square. Not to mention she was still in the same alley as that creepy tailor shop. No. She would discuss things with Cid someplace where they were safe and alone.

And Alyssa couldn’t think of anywhere safer than Tzheitza’s potion shop with the potioneer herself helping to keep an eye on the criminal.
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                Tzheitza glared at Cid.

Which, if Alyssa was being honest, was exactly what she had expected. They hadn’t even made it inside the building and she could already see Tzheitza standing behind the counter, eying them. She had a customer standing on the other side of the counter, waiting for her to mix up some concoction that was likely pure charlatan nonsense like her earthworm balm. He had his back to them and hadn’t seen Cid yet. Not wanting him to make a scene, Alyssa dragged him off around the side of the building. There was a side entrance that led directly into the store rooms, but Tzheitza kept them locked and Alyssa didn’t have a key. Still, it was a good place to stash Cid for the moment.

“Stay here. Don’t go anywhere.” Alyssa started back toward the front, only to pause. “Or do. That would solve one of my problems.”

“I won’t move a muscle,” Cid said, flashing his dental horror show of a smile, though it wasn’t quite as glee filled as the ones she had seen on him when they first met. “Please hurry back.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

Under other circumstances, she might have had reservations about leaving Cid right outside the place where she spent her nights. However, he had already mentioned knowing about the potion shop. If he had plans to break in and slit her throat in the middle of the night, he wouldn’t have needed to show up in person. Similarly, if he couldn’t get inside because of some protections over the shop that Alyssa didn’t know about, he would still be out of luck because there was no way that she would allow him to sleep in the same building as her. If he really needed a place to sleep, there was an alley not far from the potion shop that he could have. For some reason, she doubted it would be the first time he slept in an alley.

Moving back around to the front, Alyssa opened the door and walked right up to the counter. She gave the man a slight nod of her head. He was a fairly well-to-do sort, nothing like Cid at all, but not someone she had seen before. “Tzheitza,” she said with another nod to the potioneer behind the counter. “Almost finished with what you are doing?” Thankfully, she was weighing already crushed powder. That meant that she had to be nearly finished. Probably. At least, most of the times when Alyssa watched, the crushed powder on the scales meant the end. If it was going to take even a mild amount of time, she probably would have offered the customer a seat.

“With this?” She gestured to her brass scales as she added just a little more powder to one side. The needle on the scale didn’t move at all as far as Alyssa could tell, but it apparently satisfied Tzheitza. She locked the scales, picked up the plate of powder, and dumped it all into a larger mixing bowl. “Just about.” Taking a wire tool that resembled a kitchen whisk, she started stirring the powder, turning it into a thick paste.

Curious as to the actual process, Alyssa stood around watching for a moment as Tzheitza finished some final mixing. As soon as she finished mixing the powder with whatever else had been in the bowl, she grabbed it by hand and placed it on an empty spot on the counter. She used her hands to roll it into a long thin clay-like strip of medicine—or whatever it was. Once it was about the diameter of a pencil, and about as long as one, she placed it on top of a small wooden board set into the counter top with little metal grooves in it like some kind of washboard. The strip of medicinal clay went perpendicular to the grooves. Sandwiching the medicine with a handheld version of the board, Tzheitza grabbed the handles and started sliding it back and forth.

In no time at all, she pulled the handheld board off, revealing little balls of the medicine. About twenty in total. One for each groove. With a brush of her hand, they rolled down the grooves into a little removable receptacle, which she picked up and dumped the pills down the mouth of a glass bottle. She sealed it up with a stopper and held it out to the customer.

“One every morning after ye wake up. If yer rash ain’t fading away after half the bottle, come back and see me again.”

“Thank you Tzhei,” the man said, accepting the bottle with a shaking hand. He dug into a small leather pouch and pulled out a gold altus. Alyssa couldn’t help but raise her eyebrows at that. Most over-the-counter concoctions were considerably less expensive. Tzheitza didn’t even accept it right away, hesitating before reaching out to take it. “You’re a real life saver!”

“Yep,” Tzheitza said without conviction as she pocketed the gold piece. “Take care of yourself, Zhadoj.”

“Oh I will. I’m just glad you’re around for when I can’t.” He chuckled as he walked out, which Tzheitza weakly echoed. “I’ll see you soon!”

“I hope not,” Tzheitza mumbled as soon as the door closed behind him.

Alyssa, watching him walk off through the windows, asked, “Someone you know?”

“He comes in once a month with some new problem, constantly thinkin’ he’s about to die. Never anythin’ serious, but…”

“Huh. So hypochondriacs existed even back… now, I guess.”

Which was kind of odd to think about. While Tzheitza had that blue potion that literally fixed her broken bones just by pouring it on, the materials that went into creating it were extraordinarily rare. A potion maker had relatively easy enough access so that she had about three of those orbs in storage. Well, two and a half after using some that night. Most people were stuck healing naturally or visiting surgeons. Or chiurgeons, as Tzheitza called them. As far as Alyssa could tell, everything Tzheitza made for customers was all for the placebo effect. “Those pills you made were… nothing again?”

“Not this time.”

“Oh?” Well, maybe she was wrong. “What does it do?”

“It is a bulk-forming agent designed to clear the body of… everythin’.”

“Huh.” Alyssa wasn’t quite sure she got it. She hadn’t seen Tzheitza use something as barbaric as leeches, but this was ultimately a medieval society. With magic. Those pills could easily have been something terrible designed to send the taker into cold sweats and induce vomiting to try to ‘clear the body of everything’.

Alyssa just shook her head, deciding she didn’t want to know. “I need… help? Or maybe advice.”

“Yer askin’ the wrong woman.”

“What?”

“Relationship advice. Never been in one that hasn’t ended poorly. Yer gonna have to ask someone else about your boyfriend.”

“My boy—” Alyssa gagged, throwing up a bit in her mouth. “No. No. Absolutely not. That thing was not my boyfriend.”

“Oh. Good. Only caught a looksee. Didn’t look too… clean. But didn’t want to say anythin’ about yer tastes.”

Ugh. Why would she even think that? He was a disgusting piece of filth that probably deserved to be locked in the darkest dungeon for the rest of his life. Of course, Tzheitza probably didn’t get a good enough look at him and even if she had, she probably wouldn’t recognize him or know of his crimes. Hell, half of his crimes might not even be actual crimes around here. While she had learned a little, especially about blasphemy, Alyssa still didn’t have a full grasp on the legal workings of Lyria.

“No. No. Nothing like that. He is, or was, a member of the Waters Street gang.”

Tzheitza, who had been cleaning up the mess of making those pills, stilled. “Ye roundaboutin’ a hooligan on my home? Friends with a monster and a malefactor?”

“No!” Alyssa had no idea what a malefactor was, but that was par for the course with Tzheitza. It couldn’t be anything good, that was for sure. “That scum tried to sell me to a whore house. I objected. Violently. Killing the proprietor and a guard as well as freeing some of the ‘merchandise’ as Cid put it. I almost killed him then and again today, but he said something that made me hesitate.

“Apparently, the Waters Street gang is after me because of that aforementioned merchandise. He showed up looking like he had been tortured and complaining about his criminal friend being in trouble—wanting help to get him out of that trouble.” She took a quick minute to explain the circumstances of her meeting Cid a little more thoroughly. She skipped over a few things. Namely freeing the monsters, save for Kasita, and the purple cloak. Most of it, Tzheitza already knew. But Alyssa hadn’t said everything back when she had first asked.

Tzheitza took a deep breath and tossed a cleaning rag onto the counter, knocking over a few sealed jars. She didn’t bother to pick them up. At least they hadn’t rolled off and broken against the floor. “And ye what, wanna save this malefactor Bacco?”

“Honestly? No. Both of them can rot in… in Tenebrael’s embrace or whatever. But if a gang is after me, I need to do something.”

“Ask the Knights. I’m retired.”

“I highly doubt I have the money to hire them. Not for a job to wipe out a whole gang. I don’t know exactly how big this gang is, but that’s why I brought Cid along.” He had said that Svotty got replaced almost immediately. If that was true, they probably had a fairly sizable organization. “I just need… I don’t know what I need. That’s why I came to ask you. And Kasita, she probably knows at least a little about the gang. Where is she?”

Tzheitza first narrowed her eyes, then rolled her eyes with a shrug, all before sighing. “Your pet. Not mine. I’m just waitin’ for her to screw up enough to be worth the effort of killin’.”

“And I’m sure she won’t do anything worthy of raising your ire,” Alyssa said in a raised tone of voice. “And if she can hear me, I would appreciate her coming out.” She waited a moment before calling out, “Kasita? Kasita!”

No response. No shimmer of an object turning into a person. Just silence in the well lit pharmacy.

“Huh. I wonder where she went.”

“Hope to throw itself down the Black Pit.”

Alyssa didn’t know what that was, but it probably wasn’t anything good. “She did save our lives and she hasn’t done anything bad in the week she’s been here. I don’t know why…” Sighing, she shook her head. “I heard about the First City. But that was thousands of years ago. Isn’t it time to let up a bit?”

Tzheitza’s face twisted to a scowl as she slammed her fists on the counter. The little brass weights jumped on the scales, landing with a clatter. “I’ll let up when they stop killing my friends at Pandora.”

A tug pulled at Alyssa’s stomach. She had forgotten completely about the Fortress of Pandora. Built to defend against incursions from monsters. If there wasn’t any aggression from the monsters, there would be no need to build the place. The fact that the place even existed was proof that the hatred for monsters was not wholly unwarranted.

And friends? That sounded personal. Tzheitza had her eyes downcast, staring at the scales with shaking fists. Definitely not something to bring up now. Maybe later when the potioneer was in a better mood. Though really, how much did Alyssa really need to know? It was clear just from the look on Tzheitza’s face and her words. Someone she had cared for died defending the fortress. Any names that would be mentioned would be meaningless to Alyssa.

Hoping that Kasita would stay hidden for at least a few more minutes, she tried changing the subject. “Sorry for bringing up bad memories,” she said in a quiet voice, waiting a few moments before speaking to give Tzheitza time for her thoughts. “But I do need help with the gang. I’ll go find Oz if you don’t want to, but I would like your help interrogating Cid. I’m new to the city so I don’t know what all I should ask about.”

Tzheitza scoffed at the mention of Oz, but didn’t otherwise interrupt Alyssa. “Fetch the malefactor.” She cracked her knuckles in the most intimidating manner. It was straight out of Hollywood with her scowl and glare. Even the lighting of the room made her look ominous.

Not needing telling twice, Alyssa nodded her head and ran right out of the potion shop without bothering to tell Tzheitza that Cid was waiting around the side of the building. Even if she had mentioned it, Tzheitza probably didn’t want a malefactor in her personal rooms. The main shop room was probably bad enough.

Cid had stayed right where Alyssa had left him. Though not in the position she had left him. He was leaning against the door at an awkward angle. Trying to listen in? There shouldn’t be anyone on the other side of the door. It was the storage room. Not even the storage-room-turned-Alyssa’s-bedroom where Kasita might be hanging out. He was definitely too far away to have overheard her conversation with Tzheitza.

Just a light clearing of her throat made him jump the height of the door frame. Really. If he was so worried about her sneaking up on him, why hadn’t he faced the other way, toward the front of the shop, before putting his ear to the door. Shaking her head, Alyssa nodded back toward the front entrance. “Come on. Though I’d think carefully about what I’m going to say if I were you. Tzheitza might just kill you. And the only reason I’d stop her is because I want to kill you myself.”

His cracked lips curled back. “Maybe I shouldn’t have come here.”

“Yeah. Maybe. Should have thought about that beforehand. Too late now. You’re not running off.” Alyssa rested her hand on the holster at her side. If he actually did run off, she probably wouldn’t shoot him. As it was, she had already killed more than enough people for several people’s lifetimes in the last month alone. One of which had been out of pure anger, though a court might have declared it self-defense back on Earth. All the others had been legitimate self-defense, but still.

It weighed on her mind. Pretty much every night. Tenebrael’s comments about her being a reaper didn’t help either. She assuaged her conscience with the knowledge that all of them had deserved it. Pretty much every night, she started to question whether or not the common thieves on Earth or Svotty’s guard had actually deserved it. She squelched those thoughts the second they arose. There were no therapists here. Or, if there were, they probably weren’t very good and she couldn’t exactly go tell them that the deity they worshiped had kidnapped her. For her own peace of mind, the people she had killed absolutely needed to have deserved it.

And while Cid definitely did deserve it just as much as Svotty, Alyssa didn’t want to get in the habit of going around killing all her problems. It was too… permanent. She couldn’t. Not if she wanted to be able to look her parents and brother in the eyes when she finally got back.

All her worrying was for naught. Cid followed along behind her without a single complaint. As soon as they made it inside, Tzheitza shunted him off into one of the… Alyssa wanted to call it a waiting room, but that wasn’t accurate. There were three little cubicles partitioned off from the main shop floor with wooden doors that were used to treat customers over a moderate period of time. If someone needed their hand soaking in a vat of goop for an hour, they went into one of the cubicles. The other day, someone had some earthworm balm applied to a bruise in one.

Now, Cid was practically thrown into one of the seats. There were glass windows in the doors, but Tzheitza hit a small button on the frame. A thick black smog rolled out of an opened hatch, filling the space between the two panes of glass to the point where nothing could be seen on the other side. Though there was still one of those glowing jars of light, the room still felt like a dark cave.

From her apron, Tzheitza started pulling out items. A vial of black liquid. Some metal tool akin to pliers. A glass jar filled with squirming worms—actual leeches? Every time she set another one on the small counter built into the wall, Cid’s eyes widened. With each light clack of a jar hitting wood, muscles in his neck and shoulders twitched. By the time she had finished, there were a dozen tools, potions, and who-knew-whats all lined up in tidy rows.

“Now,” she said slowly. “Who are yeh?”

“C-Cid. I’m Cid. And…” he swallowed with a glance toward the counter. “I really don’t think any of those are necessary.”

Humming, Tzheitza ran a finger over the rim of one of the bottles. Cid leaned about as far as he could without falling out of the chair. It was like some old-timey horror movie. Didn’t torture not even work anyway because the torturee would say anything to get it to stop? Did Cid even need to be tortured? He had shown up on his own to offer information or… to get help with Bacco. Torturing him seemed wholly unnecessary.

But Alyssa didn’t say anything. First of all, there wasn’t any real torture going on. At least not yet. Just the threat of it. Secondly, she didn’t want to undermine Tzheitza’s authority or give Cid a reason to lie as he would know that the torture was only a threat. She just stood to the side, keeping her face as impassive as possible.

“I hear ye like sellin’ young ladies to the gangs.”

Cid’s wide eyes flicked to Alyssa for just an instant. “Selling? Why I… That’s just… I prefer to think of it as assisting newcomers to the city with finding permanent lodgings and even meaningful employment. If I happen to earn a small finder’s compensation on the side, well, we all have to eat.”

“A regular good Samaritan,” Tzheitza said with a sarcastic chuckle.

Which just made Alyssa blink. While she had never read it, she was almost positive that a good Samaritan was a phrase that came from the bible. The very same bible that this world almost certainly did not have a copy of lying about. But, after thinking for a moment, she dismissed the phrase as not important. They all spoke English. If that wasn’t something to get hung up about, neither was a metaphor.

Instead, she focused as Tzheitza started her questioning.

            

    
        011.002 Freedom of Choice - Gathering Storm

    
    
    
    
                Rainwater dripped down the windows of Tzheitza’s potion shop. It wasn’t her first time seeing rain in this new world. One night while traveling to Lyria, she had needed to pitch her tent early. Thankfully, the tent was water proof and kept her and everything she carried dry, though packing it up in the morning hadn’t been all that comfortable. But it had only rained that one evening, providing ample time for her tent to dry over the next night.

Still, it was somewhat nostalgic. When younger, she and her brother had always sat on his bed during any kind of storm. Its head had been directly under the window, so they put their feet on the pillow and their heads at the opposite end. Lightning, as a child, had been awe inspiring to watch. Even heavy storms were fun. Whiskers had always freaked out in big storms. Poor old cat. He had passed away just a few years ago.

A crack of thunder rattled the windows. Alyssa blinked in shock before shaking her head. Earth felt so far away. But she couldn’t afford to get caught up in a reverie. To dwell in the past, to dwell on home, was to get stuck. Alyssa had to set out clear goals for her own sanity’s sake. Whether those be simple—survive the evening camping, get to Lyria, find a clean source of water—or more long term, such as getting home without angels interfering. Her current goal was to get this gang off her back.

“Tenebrael’s all madlike today,” Tzheitza said as another wave of thunder rolled over the shop.

With a suppressed scoff, Alyssa turned to correct the potioneer, only to hesitate. She had taken high school physics. She knew all about the buildup of static electricity in clouds until it became too large, discharging downward in a bolt of lightning that increased pressure and temperature in the air, causing the crack. But she thought about it for a moment. Tenebrael making lightning… actually wasn’t all that implausible. Iosefael could easily have said something to anger the dark angel. Given that this was her world, it probably wouldn’t be too difficult for Tenebrael to make rain and lightning. This could just be a little temper tantrum.

“Yeah,” was all Alyssa ended up with.

“Could be good for yeh. A blessin’ if she’s angry about the gang.”

Now that was extremely doubtful. While Alyssa could see Tenebrael getting upset about something and having a fit, she knew without a shadow of a doubt that the demonic angel apparently in charge of this world did not care in the slightest for its denizens. She didn’t care if they worshiped her or ignored her, if they sold humans—or monsters—as slaves or if they were the greatest saint to grace the world.

But that was something that Alyssa couldn’t say no matter what. Maybe to Kasita. Not to Tzheitza. “What did you do with Cid?” she asked instead. A glance to the door showed the black fog still blocking out view of the little cubicle. He hadn’t left.

“Sleepin’ for now,” Tzheitza said with a casual shrug. Which might have explained why she had wanted Alyssa to leave the room. Given that forcing him to drink one of the potions probably wouldn’t have gone over so well, she had probably used some sort of gaseous potion. Or maybe she had simply told him to drink or get his fingernails pulled off. “Don’t wanna see the haberin malefactor runnin’ about before we decide what to do about him.”

“Right.”

As it turned out, all those torture tools had been purely for show. Tzheitza had never used a single one of them. Every question asked of Cid got an answer straight away. Sometimes those answers had been obviously embellished… or the inverse when it came to his part in any unsavory events.

Waters Street was a large organization with no central leadership. They had their fingers in several illegal pies. Prostitution wasn’t illegal. Slavery was. At least for human slaves who weren’t branded heretics. Literally branded. With a hot iron. There were several varieties of narcotics that the royal family had declared hazardous to society. Then there were a bunch of run-of-the-mill crimes such as common burglary, arson, and protection payments. Apparently they had ties to some assassin’s guild as well, though Cid hadn’t known much about that. Thankfully.

They also took requests. If someone needed a disturbance or distraction to cover up other illicit affairs, they were the go-to group in the city. Maybe something like an evil mirror of the Knights Solaris.

When she had first heard that the gang was after her, Alyssa had to admit that a somewhat morbid thought had crossed her mind. Given her experience at the Waterhole, she had momentarily thought to take her shotgun and run down Waters Street, shooting everyone who looked like they might be part of a gang. Even if she hadn’t decided that doing so would be an absolutely horrendous idea, it simply wouldn’t be possible now.

The organization was simply too large.

Waters Street was merely where they had begun. Twenty years ago, they had been a small time crime group that just doled out illegal drugs in their brothel. In the years since, they had expanded throughout the city and even outside its walls. Which explained a lot about why the guards didn’t just raid the street. There wasn’t much left that was important. Just their namesake whorehouse.

According to Cid, they were even trying to change their name to get rid of even that connection. Waters Street was just too ingrained in people’s minds for it to easily disappear.

Even if Alyssa could find the three generally considered to be leaders of the gang even if it wasn’t official, a daunting task in and of itself, going to the extreme of killing them probably wouldn’t get everyone else to go away. Though there might be some infighting over a new leader, which would work to her advantage, but it was still an implausible option. Cid hadn’t seen any of them in person in at least five years.

“So, any suggestions?”

Tzheitza scoffed with a slight shake of her head. “Keep yer head down. Hire on a proper bodyguard—not Ozheim—and hope those slaves weren’t a haberin dolly cost.”

Ducking her head, Alyssa sighed. “I suppose you don’t want me putting your store in danger.” Losing a roof overhead would be a blow. Especially such a safe place where she could leave her gear while out doing other things. Even worse than that was losing the company. She might only be able to understand Tzheitza a third of the time, but having someone to talk to made the evenings pass much easier.

Kasita didn’t count. In some ways, Alyssa felt like she could be a little more open with the mimic. However there was one glaring issue. Kasita only showed herself when it suited her. Even now, despite having called out for her, she was probably disguised as one of those torture tools. She would pop up sometime soon with a giggle about how unfortunate the situation was.

“I’m not about to shunt yeh roundabouts. We fought together, saved my life, or close enough. That’s worth more than an occasional assassin. ‘Sides. Any who darken my doorway’ll radecomb before they can break a single bottle. I dare ‘em to try.”

“Right.” Well, that was one worry gone. “But I can’t just stay cooped up inside. You have potions that need delivering and I have my own matters to attend to. Sitting around doing nothing but cooking…” Would be standing still. Her goals would remain forever on the infinite horizon if she wasn’t moving toward them. Alyssa’s eyes hardened and her fingers clenched into tight fists. “No. I can’t remain stagnant. I need to—” Cutting herself off, she glanced to the darkened window, realizing that she had forgotten something. “Is it possible to wake him up right away.”

Tzheitza made a face. After a long moment of hesitation, she nodded her head. “One minute,” she said as she headed back behind the counter. In a flurry, just as Alyssa had seen her do whenever customers needed something, she started pulling jars off the shelves, removing items from drawers and cabinets, and setting out her measuring and grinding tools.

Habit nearly made Alyssa walk over to watch. But she realized that there wasn’t much point to it. Unless Tzheitza actually started teaching her, she would just be grinding up and mixing various items. There had to be recipes somewhere, but the shop was surprisingly light on literature.

So Alyssa turned back to face the rain-spattered window once again, just in time to watch the sky shift from evening to night. The shop was officially closed. It had been a slow day, at least for the parts where she had been present, but she flipped the latch on the door anyway. Just in case Oz came barging in.

Or gang assassins.

As it turned out, one minute was a drastic understatement. After nearly a half hour of preparing an orange slime, Tzheitza put a small tin of it over the fire. A smell quickly filled the room. Faint at first. It smelled like ammonia, but with a fruity bend to it. A little unpleasant, but not unbearably so.

Five minutes later had Alyssa pressing her sleeve over her face. The rank scent burned at her nose and windpipe, making her feel as if she had just swallowed a bottle of Tabasco sauce. None of the windows opened and even with the door unlatched and wide open, the overpowering stench was just too much for such a small place to handle. It was getting to the point where running outside was starting to look like a good option, thousands of assassins hiding in the shadows or not.

Tzheitza handled the smell in a far more stoic manner. Even as Alyssa coughed and gagged in the opposite corner of the room, she stood over the small tin, watching the boiling liquid without a single expression crossing her face. Every so often, she would add some black strings that didn’t help the smell at all.

It took another ten minutes of agony before Tzheitza pronounced the putrid potion complete. She slid a cap over the top of the tin, but that didn’t magically make the smell go away. “Hope yeh weren’t plannin’ on sleepin’ tonight,” she said as she carried the tin into Cid’s little cubicle.

Though wary of getting closer to the tin, Alyssa followed her. Waking up Cid had been her idea after all. She couldn’t just hang back. Despite the smell having fully leaked into the partitioned room, Cid remained fast asleep. His arms hung down off the sides of the chair as he lay slumped in it.

At least, he remained asleep right up until Tzheitza dipped a wooden dowel into the liquid then shoved it up his nose. Alyssa winced, unable to even comprehend how horrid that must be. Cid’s eyes snapped open. For just an instant, he looked around, confused. That didn’t last. He started rubbing at his nose as his panic visibly mounted. Finding nothing to wipe away, he actually started screaming.

Tzheitza took a glass of water and threw it in his face. That got his screaming to stop, but he doubled over coughing as most of the water had gone right down his open mouth. He sputtered, trying to get a breath of fresh air.

A small vestige of empathy welled up in Alyssa. Cid was scum. There wasn’t a doubt about that. But having even a thimble of that smell right up his nose was a torture far worse than the effect of any of the tools Tzheitza had out earlier.

Alyssa dropped her arm to her side, uncovering her face. Given how little a cloth in front of her mouth helped, it wasn’t that big of a loss. She tried to put on as impassive a look as Tzheitza, but highly doubted she was succeeding. Cid, being in as much agony as he looked like he was in, probably wouldn’t notice much.

“I forgot to ask,” she said as soon as his coughing died away. He wasn’t even looking at her, too busy shoving a bit of his vest up his nose. Absolutely disgusting, but Alyssa couldn’t say that she would be acting any different in his position. “When we met in the alley, you said that you could get the gang off my back. How? And how does it tie in to helping Bacco?”

She had almost forgotten his whole goal. He wanted her help to rescue Bacco. Presumably he had some sort of plan. Alyssa couldn’t think up any scenario where rescuing Bacco didn’t bring down even more heat on her head. Which, for all she knew, might well be Cid’s plan. Rescue Bacco, run away, and leave poor Alyssa to deal with the fallout.

Still, she needed to at least hear him out.

Though it looked like she might not be able to do so anytime soon.

“What did you do to me?” he shouted, still trying to scrape out the interior of his nose. Tears welled up in one eye on the same side of his face. “It feels like someone tore off half my skin. I think I’d prefer that!”

“Kendrik our own noses,” Tzheitza said with a glare. “Get over yerself.”

“Right,” Alyssa said with a hesitant nod of her head, not quite sure she wanted to agree with whatever that meant. “But answer my questions, Cid. Or I’ll dump the rest over your head. I can’t imagine it would be pleasant getting it in your eyes.”

“I think it’s already there, up my nose.” He scrunched his eye closed until he caught Alyssa glaring at him. With a hefty snort right onto his vest, he settled himself down. “It’s simple. We kill the Taker.”

To Alyssa’s side, Tzheitza shifted slightly and deepened her already intense scowl. It must have been something significant, but not to Alyssa. She still had to ask. “What is the Taker?”

Cid put on a pain-filled grin, showing off his unsightly dental care. “Who is the Taker. He is a man. A bogeyman.” He paused a moment, apparently unable to hold back a hacking cough.

Another monster? Or just a general term for a scary person? For the moment, Alyssa decided not to interrupt. She could ask Tzheitza or Kasita later.

“He is the reason the city guard leaves the Waters Street gang alone. He is the reason why, when the guards are forced to show some spine, the gaols are empty by morning. He has Bacco, he almost had me, and he’ll soon have you. Unless you do something about him. Kill him and the gang won’t touch you. You’ll have proved yourself scarier than the bogeyman.”

“Alright stop,” Alyssa said, changing her mind. This couldn’t wait until later. “Is he human or is bogeyman a type of monster that I haven’t heard of yet.”

Cid opened his mouth but Tzheitza beat him to answering. “A human,” she practically snarled. “A traitor.”

“Oh yeah, I bet you’d know him. Used to be in the guild,” he added as an aside to Alyssa. “Got a bit too bloodthirsty. He went an—”

“Gab yer gottermore yeh malefactor.”

“Ooh, a bit touchy are we? Sore subject?”

Tzheitza thrust a hand into her pocket and tore out a vial of silvery liquid. With an undignified squeal, Cid cowered back in his seat as much as he was able. Alyssa put a hand to Tzheitza’s arm before she could throw it, or whatever she had been planning on doing. The older woman, face bright red with anger, turned her ire to Alyssa just long enough to regain her composure. She took a deep breath, somehow managing without choking on the foul air, and slid the vial back into her pocket.

Once sure that there wouldn’t be any accidents, accidental or not, Alyssa addressed them both. “So he is just a human then.” That was good news. She hadn’t resolved herself to actually hunt and kill anyone, but at least a human wouldn’t be able to shrug off bullets like the trolls had the other night if she did end up deciding to take that option. Though it might not be necessary. Tzheitza looked about ready to rush off and take some rash actions. “I assume he isn’t just a regular Joe walking down the streets.”

“Regular? Ha. Rumor has it that he summons up demons just to drink their blood. Excepting the Black Prince himself, the Taker hasn’t got an equal in swordsmanship within Lyria. His spell work is top notch as well.”

That had Alyssa frowning. Not such good news there. She still had those fractal futures burned into her memories. Irulon was apparently one of a highly exclusive number of the most powerful arcanists in the city, so maybe this Taker wouldn’t be so tough, but Alyssa had tried to attack the princess in several of those infinite possibilities. Exceedingly few had succeeded.

“Do you have a plan?” Alyssa asked, still not committing.

“Do I have a plan,” Cid repeated with a raspy chuckle. Glancing over his shoulder, he opened his mouth to say something only to stop dead and turn back with a frown. “Yes, I have a plan. And it isn’t just to sneak in and assassinate him. That won’t impress anyone. You’ll have to fight him in front of people who can tell the story.”

That sounded even less appealing. But Tzheitza was nodding her head. “Makin’ ye all scarylike ought to work. And the Taker. One of the guild’s own. The haberin traitor worse than a rottymix…” Her words quickly became less intelligible as she started grumbling under her breath.

Alyssa hadn’t a clue what that meant, but it sounded distressingly like an agreement with Cid. “Great. Lovely.” Maybe she could ask for Irulon’s help. She did have a few cards from earlier in the day that might do some damage and she still had Bercilak’s deck of cards, which Irulon had tasked her with looking up on her own. Something about how it would be good to identify common spells based on their patterns. Really, she was probably just too lazy to look them over. “I’m going to need to know everything about this guy,” she said, glancing between the two. “What spells does he like to use, how does he like to fight, and so on.”

“I can say,” Tzheitza said. “I knew him.”

“Good.” Maybe Oz could help too. And the rest of the guild. If he was some traitor, taking him out might even be a job they would do on their own. “And you?” she said with a glance to Cid.

“Know him by reputation only. Never seen him in action. But I can take you to him. I know where Bacco is and he won’t be far away. Just leave everything to good old Cid.”

Which just got a groan from Alyssa.

“We shouldn’t wait too long. They’ll know I escaped by now. He’ll be hunting tomorrow night. Better to jump him early.” He tried to grin again only to scrunch up his face in pain. “As soon as my face stops feeling like it’s on fire! Agh! I think some ran down the back of my throat!”

            

    
        011.003 Freedom of Choice - Helpless to Help

    
    
    
    
                “You aren’t leaving it to him. That would be foolish in the extreme.”

Alyssa blinked, not having expected a response, she momentarily struggled to form a proper sentence. “I have to do something. I can’t just stand around waiting. The deadline is tonight, according to Cid. If I haven’t taken action, then I’ll be the one who… has action taken against her?” That didn’t quite come out right, but she shook her head. The meaning got across. That was all that mattered.

“Which is why you have come to me.”

“Yeah.” Honestly, Alyssa hadn’t thought the princess had been listening to the story. The whole time she had been telling her story, Irulon had sat hunched over three books, writing down spells in a fourth. The younger woman had hardly looked up since Alyssa entered the room. Only to call her over and to cast a quick spell.

Apparently, clearing out the whole of the library was a one time thing. Just like the first time Alyssa had been in the Observatorium, other students meandered about the books for their own studies and research. Many, many of them had their eyes on the princess. For the second time, they were watching someone breach Irulon’s bubble of personal space. Not only that, but that someone was engaged in a heavy conversation.

Though this time, the bubble was a little more literal. As soon as Alyssa had sat down, Irulon cast a spell. Another Fractal spell simply called Alternate Visage. Shards of glass surrounded them just like Fractal Mirror. Much larger shards than the other spell, but similar nonetheless. They differed in what they displayed. Namely, nothing at all. Alyssa could see right through them, only aware that the spell was active thanks to the occasional glimmers of light that caught on the edges of the shards. She shifted under the gaze of a young man with far too many rings on to be tasteful.

But his eyes slid right over her, tracking some other movement. He couldn’t see her.

Not this her, anyway.

Alternate Visage created a… Irulon’s explanation had been far too technical. Just thinking about it made her head hurt. Basically, everyone outside the bubble was seeing a conversation that could have been. Something far more innocuous than what they were actually talking about. Maybe they were talking about simple magic. Maybe they were discussing how their weekends had been. Whatever everyone else was seeing, neither Alyssa nor even Irulon knew what it was. Which wouldn’t have been much use if people were listening in and later asked them about it, but Alyssa had no intentions of interacting with the people in the Observatorium. Given the permanent bubble of personal space around her, Irulon likely wouldn’t either.

Alyssa shuddered. Watching everyone look at her but not quite her was just weird. Hopefully whatever was happening wasn’t embarrassing. There wasn’t much point in getting embarrassed in front of strangers who she would likely never see again—that was her general philosophy any time she did something foolish at a store or restaurant. But if she was coming to the Observatorium on any kind of regular basis, she might actually have to interact with some of those people.

A scraping sound pulled her attention back to where the princess was cleaning off the tip of her pen. She was meticulous in her care, first using a cloth to ensure that not a spot of ink remained before scraping the metal tip of the fountain pen on a stone to sharpen it. To Alyssa, it seemed a sharp tip would just punch right through any paper, but she really didn’t know anything about writing with a fountain pen and the princess surely did. After a bit of polishing, the princess finally finished by setting the pen into a gemstone-studded case. The sight of it almost made Alyssa laugh. It looked just like a case she had owned back in elementary school, except her case had those little adhesive-backed plastic jewels instead of being worth ten fortunes.

Stifling her smile, Alyssa looked up to Irulon. “So you’ll help then?”

“Hm. I’d like to. I can’t.”

“What? Why? I mean, I’m not expecting you personally to go fight this guy, but you’re the princess. Can’t you just order the city guard to…”

“To go and destroy Waters Street. Unfortunately, that is impossible. Save for defense of the city and the kingdom, the army cannot be mobilized without the consent of the Council of Nobles. A stuffy group. Mostly unpleasant,” she said with a mild glare around the room. The glare vanished quick enough, replaced with her overly polite smile. “While Lyria supplies a bulk of the army’s personnel, the majority are actually supplied from the nobles. They train and outfit soldiers in their own territories, a large portion of which congregate under the banner of Lyria. It reduces the individual strength of each territory to strengthen the nation as a whole, most of the soldiers wind up either at the Fortress of Pandora or at the various outposts throughout the land.”

Alyssa blinked, remaining silent as she took a moment to absorb the facts. Guardsman Ipo had mentioned something about the guard being unable to be deployed rapidly. And something about nobles. But that had been a week ago, a lot had happened in the time since, and she really had other things on her mind at the time. “So you can’t send the soldiers because they’re mostly owned by nobles. And you can’t convince the nobles?”

“In a single afternoon? Not even if half of them weren’t corrupt. I suspect that some are paid off by the gang itself. Several others might even have closer working relations.”

Ugh. Maybe help taking down the whole gang was a bit too much to expect. Police in her world would have probably taken her into protective custody or given her a guard detail, both concepts that, even if they were familiar to this world, Alyssa didn’t really want around her if she could help it. But police would almost certainly not have charged into gang controlled buildings on a moment’s notice. There would be research and investigations… and a hundred miles of red tape.

“What about the Black Prince,” Alyssa said as the thought occurred to her. “I saw him cut through trolls like they were made of butter. He can at least get this Taker guy, can’t he?”

“You saw him. You were outside the wall.” Irulon’s pale eyes flicked over Alyssa, moving from her shoulders down to her hips then back up to her face. “Interesting.”

“Huh?” Alyssa shifted slightly, feeling far more self-conscious about that casual comment that she might have otherwise been. It didn’t help that the princess was back to her serene smile. As if she knew something that no one else did.

“My brother could deal with the Taker without a doubt. If he couldn’t, I would have to disown him.”

“Then…”

“In addition to the logistics of sending people out to take care of the problem, there is one more issue concerning anyone in authority taking action. Especially my brother.”

Alyssa just sighed and waited for the explanation that was sure to come.

Irulon stood up, walked around the table without leaving the bubble of Fractal magic, and sat against the table’s edge. Looking down at Alyssa, she tilted her head ever so slightly. “You mentioned rescuing some people from this brothel. Merchandise, your malefactor friend called them.”

“First, he isn’t my friend. Second, I thought malefactor was some potionspeak thing. Third… that is correct. There were four people who left when I did. Apparently another few left after.”

“People, you say again.”

“Yeah,” Alyssa said slowly, drawing out the word. This line of discussion wasn’t exactly heading in a direction that she was comfortable with.

That discomfort only increased as Irulon’s polite smile turned almost hungry. “Human slaves are illegal under my father’s laws. But they aren’t all that valuable. After all, humans are extremely common around these parts,” she said with a slight gesture around the room. “Certainly not valuable enough to get the Taker on your tail. I know his reputation—I’ve actually collected a number of examples he has made of his enemies. Many bodies wind up on the streets, all showing clear signs of torture or worse as a warning. Every one of them utterly fascinating. One man had his spine torn out without killing him. I had quite a lot of fun figuring out how.”

Her smile never wavered, sending chills down Alyssa’s spine. And she wasn’t even sure who she was shuddering at, the Taker or Irulon.

“No. You did something else. Either you stole something of significant value or… those people were far harder to acquire than your average humans.”

“I stole a bag full of coins,” Alyssa said. “It had several altus and a decent assortment of the smaller denominations.”

“Hm. At least one elf. Then… a harpy?” Alyssa didn’t say a word but Irulon shook her head. “No. Not a harpy. Then what? It must be races appealing for a brothel yet still suitably exotic to draw in patrons. No trolls or mountain giants. The ant people? No—”

“Alright! Just stop. It was an elf, a mimic, a bee-like thing, and some lizard woman. I don’t know what their races’ proper names are.”

“A lizard? Green scales or red?”

“Red.”

“Hm. No wonder they set the Taker on you.”

Alyssa slumped in her chair with a sigh. “Is that rare or something?”

“Let me put it this way. That salamander is probably the only one north of the Fortress of Pandora. And… Ah. You were outside the wall the night of the siege. You released them there and got caught up in events. I read the reports after our last meeting. You might be pleased to know that only trolls, goblins, and a single fairy were among the monstrous casualties. The monsters you rescued escaped.”

“Great. So you’re going to have me arrested now or something?”

“I should. But no. Your value to me decreases substantially if you are trapped in a cell. So long as word is kept quiet, I do not have to act. Which is why my brother cannot act in your defense. If he showed up to kill the Taker, those corrupt nobles I mentioned earlier would almost certainly raise the issue that the royal family acted in the defense of someone who freed monsters and set them loose, even though he would also be killing a known killer. It would not be a pleasant experience. Especially for me and my brother. We would likely be disowned immediately and charged as traitors to humanity. My brother is already on rocky shores with his draken.”

Slumping forward and letting her head rest on the table, Alyssa let out another long sigh. This whole thing had been a waste of time. She should have been helping Tzheitza make potions or finding other allies at the guild. Even if Cid insisted that she had to do this herself in order to convince the gang that she was a legitimate threat, having a significant number of friends she could count on would probably work as well.

“Well, thanks for your time and sorry for wasting it, I guess.” No sense not being polite. Alyssa had no intentions of dying no matter what happened. Burning a bridge just because the princess couldn’t help her in this situation would only result in pain later on. “I suppose I better go make preparations.”

“Leaving so soon? Surely you’ll accept my gift first.”

“Gift?”

Irulon flashed her most polite smile before moving back around the table. “I am aware that your spell library is… lacking.”

Alyssa wasn’t so sure about that. She had Bercilak’s deck of cards. Though she had only identified a handful of the spells. It seemed quite versatile, having spells like the fireball and the chains, good for both offense and defense. Honestly, she still wasn’t sure what she thought of magic. Her shotgun seemed far more reliable. Still, she wasn’t about to argue against the princess. Not if she was about to give something away.

The princess picked up her tome, still open to the very page she had been writing out while Alyssa had been telling her story, and plucked the page from its bindings. It was much larger than the spell tome chained to her waist. More of a research notebook. Flipping it over for Alyssa to see, she placed it on the table. Four spells were drawn on the front. No two were the same.

“Just a few items I thought might help with your issue.”

“You drew these out for me? For this specific situation? How? You started working on them before I even told you what was going on.”

“When you walked in, I noticed differences between today and both other times. You displayed traditional characteristics of fear. Dilated pupils. A sheen of sweat gracing your arms and face. Worry and despair once you looked around and noticed the other students. Occasional glances behind you, clearly afraid of being followed. That is when I started. Early on, you mentioned the Waters Street gang. From there, it wasn’t difficult to ascertain your problem. Most of your story was entirely superfluous.”

“Well, thanks for letting me waste all my breath,” Alyssa mumbled.

“It gave you something to do while I was working,” she said with such a natural smile that Alyssa was almost ashamed for having commented. “Besides, it is always best to have more information. You could have said something that would have changed my selection of spells entirely. You didn’t, but the possibility was there.”

“I could have helped draw cards at least.”

“Watching you do so last time was physically painful for me. I would hate to have you arrested for assaulting me.”

Alyssa narrowed her eyes at the princess’ bright smile, but didn’t say anything. Arguing with Irulon just wasn’t worth it. Instead, she looked down at the sheet of cards. The spells were all on the same piece of paper—or parchment or whatever these people used. But Irulon quickly solved that issue by drawing a small jeweled knife from somewhere on her tight dress. Its blade split the spells apart without her even needing to press hard. The edge was just that sharp. In short order, the four spells were all on their own cards.

None of which, Alyssa noted, she had ever seen before.

“What do they all do?”

Rather than respond verbally, Irulon reached out and flipped one of the cards over.


Empty Mirror.


Invisibility spell. Works by wrapping you in a fractal field, showing anyone looking in your direction what the world would look like if you didn’t exist.


“It is a bit more complex than that, but this is far more effective than an illusion variant for going unnoticed.”

Alyssa couldn’t help but frown at one word in the description and another word in the title. “This isn’t like that Fractal Mirror spell, is it?”

“Ah hah, ah no.” Irulon’s laugh sounded both stiff and sarcastic. It gave Alyssa the impression that she didn’t laugh all that often and probably hadn’t laughed just now. “It is only Rank Four and should be significantly less intense and less draining just because of that. Moreover, it shows you nothing but the world around you, rather like this spell we’re under right now,” she said with a wave of her hand around the shimmering barriers.

“That’s good. I think I can handle that.” The bubble they were under didn’t bother her at all. It was like looking out of a window, if said window had some cracks in it. And was moving around. And there were a lot of them. Even if it was a little distracting, it was nothing like seeing an infinite number of herself, all doing different things.

“You will be able to interact with things outside the shroud as well, so keep that in mind. Don’t go bumping into anyone you don’t want alerted to your presence.” Irulon flipped over the rest of the cards one after another, not stopping to explain any. Each had a title and a short description underneath. The spells were divided between Fractal and Death magic, two of each. “You can look them over on your own time. All of them should be self explanatory. None of them are higher than Rank Five, so you shouldn’t have an issue casting them.” As she spoke, she stacked them all up into a single deck and held it out to Alyssa.

“Thank you,” Alyssa said, accepting the cards. She still wasn’t sure that she was going to use them over her shotgun—it was somewhat depressing how quickly she had resigned herself to having to kill yet another person. Invisibility sounded nice. She could just sneak up and shoot him in the back of the head. But Cid seemed to think that she needed to fight him in the open in order to get the gang off her back.

Ugh. What a mess.

            

    
        011.004 Freedom of Choice - Contract

    
    
    
    
                “This is it,” she said, holding out a card. One of Irulon’s spells—or a copy of it that Alyssa had made. The spell, Contract, seemed useful. More than that, Alyssa wanted to keep a record of as many spells as possible. The more tools in her possession, the better off she would be, or so her logic went. Especially because her existing tools wouldn’t last forever. They could run out of uses or get damaged. It was almost assured that they would become useless sooner rather than later. “Contract. Take me to Bacco.”

“No.”

“What!” she said, acting shocked. Her hand drifted toward her pistol, but Cid’s lack of hostilities made her hesitate. “You agreed. That’s the whole reason we let you out.”

“You must think I’m a fool. Take you to Bacco?” Cid shook his head. “And what if he’s been moved or killed, your little spell will kill me!”

“Well, yes. That is the point of it. I’m not just going to blindly follow you wherever you want to go. Either agree to the contract or I’ll dump your unconscious body in front of Oxart’s tent.” She didn’t actually have a spell that induced unconsciousness, but the potion master should still be watching from not too far away, along with a guild knight she had convinced to come with—on some bargain about that upcoming fairy job. If she whistled, they would jump in to assist.

“I don’t want to die. So how about this: I’ll take you to where Bacco and I were being held. That should be possible. If Bacco isn’t there, I don’t die.”

She pressed her lips together, acting as if she needed to think it over. The spell was limited. Too limited, in fact. It would force him to complete a single simple task. The more caveats added, the higher chance the spell would fail. That was as far as Irulon’s description went. It didn’t say exactly how the spell would fail. Maybe it would explode. Maybe it would kill Cid. Maybe it wouldn’t enforce the task at all. Regardless of the how, none of the outcomes for failure could be beneficial.

Really, if she had been in charge of spell names, she would have called it Agreement or something. Contract felt too large for how simple the terms had to be. But who was she to decide what all the foolish humans called their stupid little spells.

Frowning, she pretended to think over his words. In truth, this possibility had already come up. If Bacco had moved, Cid would die. The real question was whether his proposed change was alright or not. She wished that she didn’t have to make this decision, but Cid didn’t know that she was being followed by anyone else. Revealing that little secret so early would make the whole charade pointless.

She wished she could just tell him not to lead her into any ambushes, but they were about to walk down Waters Street at night. A random mugger popping out of the shadows could kill Cid before he had a chance to bring her to the Taker. Unfortunately, she couldn’t think up anything better that didn’t also have too many clauses added on. Nothing that was both simple and wouldn’t have a chance at just randomly killing Cid. “Fine,” she said, holding the card up once again. “Contract. Take me to where Cid and Bacco were being held.”

“Agreed,” he said, showing off his teeth.

As soon as he spoke, the spell activated. It was a novelty experience, watching the card in her hand vanish only to be replaced with a cloud of greenish-black smoke. It lashed out at Cid, leaping from her fingertips to his chest where it snaked up to his neck. There, it wrapped around, coiled tightly just under his chin like a snake.

He tried to tug at it, smile completely gone, but his fingers passed right through it. “Unnerving a bit,” he said with a strained chuckle. “Let’s go then. Don’t want this thing on me longer than needed.”

“Right. But I’m going to be hanging back a bit.” With the contract in place, he couldn’t lead her to some prearranged trap unless said trap was at whatever holding pen he had been kept in. The theory was that, since he hadn’t seen any of his old gang mates since finding Alyssa, he wouldn’t have time to arrange alternate ambush points. Moreover, since the wording of the contract included both him and Bacco, it lent credence to his story that they had both been captured. Otherwise he wouldn’t be able to lead her to where they had been held and would have essentially just signed his own death warrant.

“Shall we get going then?”

“Sure thing, boss. But you fall too far behind and I’ll pick you up and haul you there over my shoulder. I’ll fight and claw to get you there now.”

She nodded, not arguing. She would do the same were their positions reversed. Or rather, she would never have agreed to a contract like this in the first place. Too much relied on the other person. “I won’t let you get out of my sight.”

Waving her hand in dismissal, Cid started walking down the street. His moves were hesitant at first, slow and sordid with several glances back. Each time, she just waved and gestured for him to continue on. He got more nervous the further he got, almost constantly looking over his shoulder. It wasn’t until she actually started following him that he calmed down.

Waters Street was far creepier in the dark than it had any right to be. Did it even count as a street? It was more like one long alley that wound back and forth at random intervals. Its dirt road, which was partially mud at the moment thanks to the recent rain, wasn’t perfectly even. Stepping into even a shallow hole where she expected ground tickled at her nerves. The very same buildings that gave the street its run-down appearance during the day gave it a haunting aura once night fell. With the amount of deaths she knew had occurred both on the streets and inside those buildings, she wouldn’t be surprised to find a specter jumping out at her.

But still, she continued on. A ghost wouldn’t be able to hurt her. Slightly more worrisome was the simple fact that this street was the home of a gang. While most humans capable of magic tended to find respectable jobs that could make use of their talents, the gang had managed to snag a few with promises of riches, drugs, whores, revenge, or all manner of other things they might want. And magic did frighten her. Some magic, anyway. When directed at her.

It was a small comfort that those shadows moving in the sides of her vision would probably be men jumping out with swords rather than spells. The movement was probably just her imagination; She had an innate sense for everything around her and there weren’t any people out tonight aside from those she expected to be out. Especially not after that whole troll attack. Waters Street was close enough to the breached sections to have had to deal with a few invaders. Everyone would have been frightened into their homes for a while after that.

Clutching the weapon in her hands, she wondered how the stories might have spread through the gang of when Alyssa had killed Svotty. Its presence alone might be enough to ward off anyone actually hiding in the shadows.

Cid walked along those shadows, keeping close to the wall and out of the light as he moved. Disgusting scum of the human race or not, he was good at keeping stealthy. Even straining from not far away, hearing his footsteps against the utter silence of the city night was nearly impossible. His shoes, ratty though they looked, were soft enough on the bottom to prevent noise. Somehow, he managed to avoid tripping over a wicker basket left out in front of a boarded up building that she just about kicked down the street despite trying to keep aware of the surroundings.

The shifty rat scampered along, pausing every so often while looking around.

She followed along, keeping her eyes peeled for any assassins or this Taker. The Contract spell was in place and active, but it would be foolish in the extreme to blindly trust that something about it hadn’t gone wrong.

Similarly, Alyssa didn’t trust their destination. Leading them right to where Cid and Bacco had been held? Like some sort of makeshift prison? What were they going to do, prance right in? There had to be guards. And the Taker as well. No matter how much Cid thought Alyssa needed to fight this guy up close and personal in front of a crowd, Alyssa wanted that to be the absolute last resort.

Cid glanced over his shoulder one more time, ensuring she was still there, before turning a corner.

She glanced over her own shoulder, looking for any of the ones who were supposed to be following her. There was nothing but the dark street. Ah well, she was sure that at least one had eyes on her. With a shrug, she walked around as well.

They passed right by the Waters Street Waterhole. Light could be seen through the cracks of its blocked up windows. A hint of smoke seeped out as well. Apparently it was back in business. The foolish humans hadn’t escaped when the opportunity presented itself. She wasn’t about to feel bad for them. Maybe she would stop by in the future and see if any new monsters had been kidnapped and enslaved.

For now, she stayed a dozen paces behind Cid as they moved on.

It didn’t take much longer before Cid slowed to a stop. The building he stopped in front of was a smaller affair. Likely having only a single room, as most homes did in this section of the city. Its size wasn’t all that strange. The shutters blocking off the windows and door were some cause for concern. Why would Cid have stopped in front of a plague house? A recently infected house at that. The metal shutters only kept it blocked off for two weeks before the city removed them to be replaced with less secure wooden boards or bricks. Theoretically, the plague died off after two weeks without living hosts. Most people left the homes boarded up for months and months, if the buildings ever reopened.

The plague had been quite a cause for concern back at the Waterhole. There had been heavy screening for the telltale sores around the mouth, bumps on the forehead, and the eyes of course. Such people tended to disappear quickly.

After a quick glance around the dark street—locking eyes as he looked in her direction—Cid walked right up to the metal shutter over the door. He did something, obstructed by his body, and swung open the shutter! That wasn’t how they worked. They braced against the door frame and needed a special tool to remove. Or they should have required that. But Cid just pressed it open and stepped into the darkened interior.

She hesitated. They had been expecting a larger manor. Or at least a building like the Waterhole. A tiny room might as well be a tiny tomb. Unless the potion master had something to turn herself invisible like that other spell Alyssa had, they wouldn’t be able to enter without being seen by Cid at the very least. On the other hand, there weren’t any guards around. Maybe this wasn’t the main headquarters of the Waters Street gang.

“I guess I’ll follow him?” she said aloud, though quiet. Nothing argued against the idea, so she shrugged and slid up along the nearby buildings until she reached the entrance. Cid hadn’t closed it behind him, but there were no lights on inside. Aside from his legs, still standing in the doorway and catching the dismal light of the stars, she couldn’t see anything.

Deciding to act nervous, she held the long weapon right up to her shoulder as she slowed to a crawl. It had the slight side effect of making Cid jump further inside and out of the doorway. His slight squeal broke the silence that had hung over the entire street since the Contract spell had wrapped itself around his neck.

“Quiet,” she hissed, stepping into the room. Cid was back against one wall. With him well away from being able to close the door, she stepped further inside to keep the way clear. “Do you want to get heard?”

“Don’t point that thing at me!”

Rolling her eyes, she complied, looking around the room. The darkness didn’t help, but she had a near innate sense of nearby objects. Or, in this case, a sense of no objects. The room was… empty. There was no other word to describe it. A normal plague home looked just like a regular home. When the city guards put up shutters, they didn’t remove any of the furniture, belongings, or people. So there should have been a bed, maybe a chair and table, and a corpse if the plague-carrier hadn’t been taken outside the home.

But there was nothing. It was an empty cube, save for herself and Cid. No bed. No table. No emaciated corpse. No vermin.

All of which she found highly suspicious. “What is this place?”

“One of the gang’s holdouts. Not used too much anymore because of its location on Waters Street, but there are still some people keeping it running. Mostly, it’s used as a storehouse and a place to keep slaves on their way to or from the Waterhole.”

“This is a storehouse?” The place was empty. Even if it had been cleared out not too long ago, it couldn’t store much just because of its size. He must have been mistaken. Clearly, he had been sampling some of Svotty’s drugs and his poor addled mind couldn’t take it. Glancing over to him, she frowned as she failed to catch any glisten in the dark of brain juice dribbling out of his ears.

No such luck.

Instead of leaking cerebral fluids all over the floor, he pressed his foot into a small notch in the wall. A barely audible click followed, but nothing else. Not until he walked over to the far corner, dug his fingers into the dirt floor, and hefted up a long hatch. Light flooded into the room. Not much, but enough to see colors again. The hatch opened up fully on hinges, though the dirt on top didn’t slide off the wood, revealing a narrow stairwell.

Now things made sense. His mind wasn’t mush. At least not enough to mistake an empty plague house for a storehouse. Still, she had been in far more welcoming subterranean dwellings than this. The stairs, carved right out of the dirt and stone, looked like they might crumble under any significant weight. Not a big problem for her, but she couldn’t see how Cid’s larger companion could make his way up and down. Maybe there was a secondary entrance elsewhere.

“Shut the door,” he said. “Don’t want to tip anyone off that we’ve come in.”

That actually made her hesitate. While she was certain that the others had watched her enter the home, there might be a trick to opening it like there was for the hatch. And if he closed the hatch, even if they got in, they wouldn’t be able to easily find the stairs.

Something brushed against her elbow. Just a light touch of air. A bit drafty with the hatch opened? Or…

“Alright,” she said with a shrug. “If you think that’s a good idea.”

“I do,” Cid said with a grumble. “Should have closed it before I opened the passage. Now close it and get over here—err… if you please.”

“Sure thing.” The metal shutters were real, even if they had been modified into a door rather than the door-blocker that they were supposed to be. As such, the door wasn’t exactly light. She had to throw her whole weight behind it just to get it moving. Once it was moving, closing it wasn’t all that bad. The latch fell into place, securing the metal door. Pushing and pulling against it did nothing. It was well and truly locked. “Phew.”

Cid cocked his head to the side. “You alright?”

“Fine. Fine. Just fine. It’s down here then, is it? How much farther after that?”

He eyed her for a moment, staring. Whatever he was looking for, he apparently didn’t find. With a shake of his head, Cid said, “Not far. There’s a small hallway and a short drop before we’ll find the cells.”

“Good. Lead the way.”

With one last look to her, he started descending the stairs. Taking care not to misstep on the narrow ledges, she went down after him, though she moved at a nice languid pace, putting just a little distance between them. When he inevitably ran into some guard, she would have at least a little warning. Though the distance didn’t matter when he stopped to wait at the bottom of the stairs. As soon as she joined him, he pulled a large lever sticking out of the wall. The hatch door creaked closed behind them, but shut softly without making a loud bang as the wood connected with the frame.

“Fancy. Elven engineering?”

“Yeah. One of the slaves a few years back.” He let out a slight snort before nodding his head down the hall. “Come on.”

The hall didn’t deserve to be called as such. It was more of a hastily dug out passage. Two people couldn’t walk side by side comfortably. Alyssa was a bit on the taller side of things, though not giantess size. Her head didn’t hit the ceiling because of that, but it was a near thing. Cid was actually having to duck. She couldn’t even imagine how Bacco made it through without being dragged along the floor.

Which he might have been for all she knew.

The passage had rocky walls and a rocky ceiling. No smooth faces so typical of elvish work. They must have had the elf do the door mechanisms and had humans working on the tunnel itself. The floor was somewhat smooth, though not thanks to any craftsmanship. The dirt and rock had worn from use. It actually made her wonder how tall the passage had originally been before all the floor compression and wear.

Little brass candle holders stuck out of the wall at regular intervals. Though they didn’t actually have candles placed atop them. Maybe at one point in time, they would have had candles. Now they had jars of liquid light, keeping the hallway lit.

“How long does this passage go on for?”

Cid paused and turned around. “Actually, it goes all the way back to the Waterhole, though we’re not going that far.”

“Ufu~ Does it now? I’ll have to remember that. But how far are we going?”

He hummed, turning back the way he had been heading. This time, he wasn’t looking straight ahead. He kept glancing between the wall and the ceiling. She followed along as he moved forward another ten paces. Then he made a little noise of epiphany. “It should be right… around… here.”

“Here?” Nothing around them looked any different than it had ten paces back. She couldn’t spot any markings on the ceiling. Though the passage did darken further ahead. Someone must have taken the lights. Or maybe they just hadn’t done maintenance on the tunnel in a while. The lights that were around were not at their brightest.

“Yep.” He put his hand on the nearest candle holder and glanced between her and the ceiling again. “You, uh, might want to take about three steps back.”

Complying, she looked around again. Right above her, a small cross had been scratched into the ceiling. “Here?”

“Perfect.” He yanked on the candlestick, sending another loud click into the air.

While her eyes were on the ceiling, the floor dropped out from under her. Air rushed past as she began falling. Her last sight was of Cid’s foul grin before she fell into a black pit.

            

    
        011.005 Freedom of Choice - Empty Mirror

    
    
    
    
                “You stupid bitch! Can’t threaten to kill me now, can you?” Cid shouted at the hole in the tunnel floor. His eyes widened momentarily as he reached up to his throat, but the black smoke from the Contract spell was already disappearing, leaving him with a full grin on his face. “Hope you enjoy it down there as much as I did. Say hello to Bacco for me.”

Alyssa watched in silence from her shroud of fractal illusions as he slid the light holder back into the wall. The trapdoor snapped shut, becoming nearly impossible to tell apart from the surrounding floor. If she hadn’t known it was there, she wouldn’t have thought anything of it. Elven engineering? She hadn’t known that elves were engineers. Craftsmen, yes. Engineers? Maybe she could start an industrial revolution, she just needed to go visit the elves.

Later. For now, she needed to get Kasita out of whatever dungeon she had fallen into. Alyssa wasn’t too worried about the mimic. Unless that trapdoor dropped her into a furnace, she should be fine. Tzheitza had stabbed her enough over the past week that Alyssa had a hard time being worried. Even the Taker torturing her wouldn’t cause much harm unless he realized that she was a mimic and changed his tactics to compensate. And Kasita had assured her that she would be fine. In fact, she might have already escaped. Alyssa pictured some kind of barred cell, which she would easily slip through just by changing to something small.

Now, what was her plan? Tzheitza and Oz wouldn’t have been able to follow, so maybe return and open the doors for them? Cid might get away if he continued on down the tunnel. Following him would be fine, but if he started walking back to the secret entrance, she would have to keep ahead of him. There simply wasn’t space in the narrow tunnel to slip past someone.

Not without potentially brushing up against him.

“Cid.”

Alyssa felt her blood curdle as a new voice broke the silence. A man emerged from the shadows behind Cid. A shorter man, though not significantly so. He still managed to cut an imposing presence with his dark leather outfit. It almost looked like a trench coat with how long it was, though it clearly had been tailored for his narrow frame. A long sword hung from one hip and a shorter dagger on his opposite. No tome of spells like Irulon had, though he could have spells hidden inside his coat. Tzheitza had said that he was an arcanist, though he had only been around a Rank Three caster back when he worked with the Knights Solaris.

At hearing the slightly nasally voice, Cid jumped and spun around, losing all the haughty confidence from when he dropped Kasita down the hole. “T-Taker. I-I-I thought you were waiting down below.”

“You cut your deadline close. I was heading out to find you. My appreciation for saving me the trouble.” The Taker took a step forward, sending Cid a step back.

“I did everything you asked for. The girl is down in the dungeons. I-I couldn’t get her weapon away from her. Or her spells.”

“So not everything.”

The Taker took another two steps forward. Cid staggered back, tripping over his own shoes and landing on the ground. He was right over the trapdoor, though with how much his hands were shaking, he probably was too focused on the Taker to realize, though the Taker was still a good distance away from the disguised lever. “Please, I did the best I could.”

“I suppose expecting anything more from you would leave me disappointed,” the Taker said, clasping his hands behind his back. “Would that I had more time, I could teach you, instill upon you my standards. Unfortunately, they want this taken care of as soon as possible. You’re free to go.”

Cid didn’t move. Even as the Taker walked over to one of the lights—not the same one that had activated the trapdoor—he stayed on the floor, just blinking his eyes. Ever so slowly, a smile parted his lips. “Really?”

“If you wish to stay…”

“No!” Cid shouted. The Taker paused, turning to him with a raised eyebrow. “I-I mean, no thank you, uh, boss.”

The Taker gave a curt nod of his head, pulling the light as he did so. Cid remained where he was, no hole opened up beneath him. No other traps did anything to him. Instead, a section of the wall slid away, falling into the ground to reveal yet another staircase.

Alyssa started eying the nearest light holder to her. Did all of them open up something? Maybe a few even activated traps. Not just the trapdoor, but spike traps or falling ceilings. She slid away, moving to the opposite side of the tunnel to keep from accidentally triggering anything.

“Her weapon,” Cid blurted out before the Taker could descend. “She has more than just the long one. There is one under her arm and one at her hip. They don’t look anything like the long one, but they are definitely the same kind of weapons… I haven’t actually seen her use them, but she pulled one out and pointed it at me just like the big one.”

The Taker stilled for one moment before bursting out in a tittering sort of laughter. “Well done, Cid. Well done. I didn’t think you had it in you to be useful. Any other interesting tidbits I should be aware of?”

“Uhh… She uses regular magic as well? I didn’t see her spells, but she used one on me.” Cid’s hand moved up to rub at his neck again as if he were confirming that the smoke noose had indeed vanished. “Contract, I believe its name was.”

“Death magic, Rank Four. Similar spells won’t be an issue.”

“And that potion maker. I haven’t seen her in a while, but she was probably following us until we reached the house.”

“Ah yes, Tzheitza. I’ve already sent my latest disappointment to deal with my dear old comrade. Unless she has lost her touch since her retirement, the assassin will fail—hence disappointment—but it should have proved a distraction for her. Best not to use that exit, just in case. In fact, remain in the Waterhole until further notice.”

Alyssa’s stomach dropped out from under her. She clutched her shotgun to her chest. An assassin? Tzheitza was a former mercenary who could almost certainly take care of herself. Oz was with her as well. They would be fine. They should be fine. But Alyssa still clenched her teeth together, angry at… a lot of things. Herself, for dragging them into this. Cid and Bacco for dragging her into this. The stupid gang. This Taker.

Tenebrael. Couldn’t forget about that stupid angel.

She had a Message spell. She could warn them. From the way the Taker was talking, it was already too late. Shouting a warning in their ears could be just the thing that distracted them into making a mistake. The Taker didn’t seem to think that the assassin he had sent was up to snuff either. Besides, she couldn’t do it now anyway. Not with these two so close to her. The Empty Mirror spell kept her safe from being spotted and heard, but it wasn’t perfect. If she intentionally reached out of the veil of shards, say to brush at Kasita’s elbow, the spell would allow it. Speaking with the intention of sending her voice out of the bubble might just reveal herself.

No. She would have to trust that they could take care of themselves. Hopefully the assassin wouldn’t be expecting Oz.

As she thought, Cid had started to blubber to himself. “But-But I’m free to go. You said it yourself!”

“I changed my mind. Don’t leave the Waterhole, Cid. Your life is worthless enough as it is; I don’t want to waste my time hunting you down. But I’ll have to. You’ll be caught by Tzheitza and she will make you tell her everything. I know you. You’re a squealer.” The Taker’s hand, gloved with black leather that matched his trench coat, dropped down to his dagger. “Or I could save myself the trouble.”

“W-Waterhole? I love that place!”

“That’s what I thought. We’ll talk later, Cid.” Turning back to the stairs, the Taker left the passage. After a moment, the wall rose up out of the floor, sealing his path from the rest.

Cid flopped over on the ground, no longer able to prop himself up on his hands. His breaths were rapid and heavy, as if he had just run his first mile in over a year. For a few minutes, he didn’t move, content with his rest.

Neither did Alyssa. She stayed where she was. A part of her wanted to run back, find Tzheitza and Oz, and help them with their assassin. But she would most likely just be in the way. Tzheitza might be more than a match for the Taker’s latest disappointment, but Alyssa doubted that she would be. Aside from that, she couldn’t just leave Kasita down in the cells. While she might have escaped already, she could still be pretending to be Alyssa. They hadn’t planned for this exact situation. They had expected an ambush of sorts. If she was still disguised and the Taker found out that she was a mimic, she could find herself in serious trouble.

Besides all that, if the Taker found himself looking into an empty cell that was supposed to be holding Alyssa, he would probably march right back up here, kill Cid, and then go hunting for her. She could care less about what happened to Cid, but not much. Not after this, admittedly expected, betrayal. But with the Taker, she had the initiative at the moment. Losing that could cost not only her, but Tzheitza, Oz, and even Kasita. She needed to act now. Or, as soon as Cid got out of the way. Climbing over him while he was lying in the middle of the floor risked too much. All she needed to do was walk down the stairs while invisible and shoot the Taker in the back of the head.

A man like that, she was willing to accept his death on her conscience.

Cid didn’t stay on the floor for long. He pulled himself to his feet. Given how much his legs were shaking, it was a surprise he managed to stand at all. Yet he did. He even managed to take a few steps, moving forward until he paused right where the Taker had disappeared down the side passage. “I hope you two kill each other,” he spat out. As if spooked by his own shadow, he took off running away from Alyssa, leaving her alone in the tunnel.

Waiting just long enough to ensure that he wouldn’t be returning soon, Alyssa walked up to the same light holder that the Taker had used.

It was brass like the others, scuffed up and ugly. Forged in a hurry, probably. Like all the others, it looked like it had been hammered into the wall haphazardly. The lights weren’t evenly spaced. Some where higher up on the walls than others. A few didn’t even have jars of light sitting on top of them. One holder had broken glass littering the floor around it. If someone like the city guard found their way down here, they would pass by the holders not knowing that at least a few of them were hidden levers. Some were probably designed to kill or capture the puller, just in case a guard or escaping prisoner got the bright idea to test it out. At least, that was how she would have done it if she were the leader of an evil crime syndicate.

Of course, if she were in charge, she would have some kind of key system so that not just anyone could open the top secret doors to her underground dungeon.

Which is exactly what Alyssa did. Pulling the lever caused a ripple in the slowly moving shards of her invisibility spell. As soon as she let go, the ripple returned to normal. At first, she had been worried about reaching through the veil of the spell. It looked just like shards of glass. Just because it didn’t whip about like a tornado as the Fractal Mirror spell did didn’t mean that it wouldn’t tear off her arm if she put it through.

But it didn’t. It did feel strange. Like dipping her arm into a cooler filled with water and ice, minus the cold. When she put her arm through, most of it moved out of the way easily, but some of the shards felt hard against her skin. Strange, but no harm seemed to come of it, so she wasn’t going to worry over it too much.

The hallway opened up just as it had when the Taker pulled the lever, revealing another set of stairs. The ceiling started low, no higher than the already cramped main passageway, but it stayed roughly the same height. Both the walls and stairs were much smoother, having been made of actual bricks rather than just carved from the surrounding earth. The actual size was still rather narrow, but the extra headroom alone reduced the claustrophobia tenfold.

Finding no guards, she started down the steps. It was a bit odd that this criminal organization didn’t have any guards outside their secret passages, but maybe it made sense. A fully armed man sitting outside or even inside a house all day would be far more suspicious than a boarded up and abandoned old house. Their best security was their secrecy.

As with the stairs inside the house, a far more obvious lever at the bottom closed up the opening. From there, the path split. A hallway crossed from the left to the right with identical doors on either end. There weren’t any signs indicating what was behind those doors.

Alyssa picked the right path. She had two primary reasons. The first was that the trapdoor Kasita had fallen through was in this direction. The second was the pained moaning echoing off the walls. It wasn’t Kasita. The groaning was far more masculine than Kasita’s voice.

Or… her normal voice. If she wanted to, she could probably disguise herself as Cid—or anyone else for that matter—and sound just like him. This voice didn’t sound like Cid though. It was a bit too deep for him. It did, however, sound familiar.

Bacco.

Alyssa hesitated outside the door. If she was right, the other side would be some kind of prison. Maybe it wouldn’t warrant such a fancy word, but there would be holding cells and captives. And, most likely, the Taker. Opening the door, even with her invisibility, would surely attract his attention. If he was even half the man the others talked him up to be, he would know without a doubt that someone invisible had entered the room.

So rather than barge in like some kind of fool, Alyssa pulled a card from her pocket. Another of the spells Irulon had made for her. Another Fractal spell. Infinite Regress. Rank Five.

In all honesty, she didn’t want to use it. It sounded too similar to Fractal Mirror. Perhaps even stranger despite being a lower rank. But she couldn’t just walk in without starting a fight. As long as she understood the spell’s effects, Infinite Regress should allow her to safely scout out the interior if not deal with the Taker.

Closing her eyes, Alyssa cast the spell. When she opened them, she found the door gone. The hallway extended further out, continuing onward until there was a door far far off in the distance. Just in front of her, there was a slight glistening field blocking off most of the hallway. Most. Leaning around it, the door was right where it had been before. The hallway hadn’t extended at all. The spell put a mirror in the way. Had she not been invisible, she probably would have seen herself.

With a deep breath, she walked into the mirror.

The world dimmed, becoming saturated like an old film. Not quite black and white, but much of the color bled out of her surroundings. The door reappeared in front of her and, looking back, she saw the hallway just as it had been before she stepped into the mirror. So far, everything seemed to be working.

Image, she thought. Stepping to the side, she found a copy of herself frozen in the air where she stood, posed exactly how she had been when she thought. Thinking it again created a second copy of herself, this time standing to the side and staring at the first. Moving around, she could pass through herself without any resistance, as if they weren’t actually there. It almost made her nauseous, reaching out to touch her own face only for her hand to pass right through her cheek. She had already seen Kasita take on her form more than once and that was bad enough. At least Kasita had substance. Looking at her clones, they were just empty. Vacant in being and utterly still.

Alyssa pulled herself together with a shake of her head. She had to focus. According to the spell’s description, it would only create three copies. Three again. But no time to muse over that magic number at the moment. She had already wasted at least thirty seconds. The card hadn’t mentioned a time limit and most spells she had used didn’t wear off until she slept, but that was no reason to assume the same would hold true in every case.

Taking a step to the side, she thought it again. Image. Simple as that. As soon as she thought it, another copy of herself shimmered in her place, overlaying her form. She quickly moved out of her image, standing aside. Three of herself. Or four if she included her actual self. Hopefully that would be enough.

Turning back to the door, she took a deep breath and pulled it open.

What lay beyond was a small room, circular in design. A single chair sat in the very center, out in the open. Brown spots of dried blood littered the floor around it. Barred cells had been carved out of the curved wall, one every few paces with a thick wall between each. Bacco huddled in the back corner of one, lying directly on the floor—there were no beds or seats, just a small bucket.

Alyssa’s double—Kasita—stood behind the bars of the cell directly opposite of Bacco. She had her arms crossed as she stared out of the bars with a smug look on her face. The Taker stood on the other side of her cell.

He wasn’t looking at his latest captive.

In the short few seconds it took Alyssa to process the room’s layout, he had reached into his trench coat and pulled out a black knife. A flick of his wrist sent it across the room.

And straight into Alyssa’s stomach.

She stumbled back, letting out a sharp cry of pain.

It hurt.

A lot.

She had been hurt before. A new kitten when she was younger that hadn’t enjoyed her abundant affection, a fall from her bicycle that still left a black scar on her knee, she had even broken a finger one time while messing about on monkey bars. She regularly got slivers, cuts, and scrapes at her job—her old job at the home improvement store back on Earth.

But this… this was different.

A knife was sticking out of her stomach!

“Well, well. Bringing a friend? Looks like you aren’t the fool I took you for. Your friend, however, is.” The Taker stepped away from the bars, moving closer. “Is that you under that shroud, Tzheitza? No. She would know better than to stand in one spot after opening a door.”

Alyssa barely paid attention to his words. She had a dagger in her stomach. A dagger in her stomach! Her skin burned where the metal touched her, but deeper inside, she felt cold ice spreading through her veins. Grazing her fingers over the hilt sent jolts through her body. Gritting her teeth together, she tried pulling it out. Alyssa screamed again. Trying to pull it felt like she was trying to pull her insides out.

Blinking away a glaze of tears over her eyes, she tried again.

Only to cry out as a second dagger sheered clean through her wrist. The tip, poking out of her skin, started growing. Icy tendrils spread away from the black metal, wrapping around and inside her arm.

“Drop the shroud, interloper,” the Taker said. He stayed back, half behind the chair in the room as if it might work as a shield, but the two daggers in his hands showed he was more than ready to continue the offensive. “You have until the count of five. One.”

Alyssa grit her teeth together. Rather than try to pull the knives out, she drew her pistol.

“Two.”

Aiming wasn’t easy. The gun felt heavier than normal. It wavered back and forth no matter how much she tried to steady it.

“Three.” The Taker flicked his wrist early, just as she squeezed the trigger. But her shot went wide, not even coming close enough to make him flinch. On the other hand, his dagger sailed across the room, cutting through the air on a collision course with Alyssa’s face.

She pinched her eyes shut.

Recede.

            

    
        011.006 Freedom of Choice - Infinite Regress

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa stumbled back, slamming into the wall behind her. Her breaths came hard and fast, filling her lungs with air her body didn’t need. Closing her eyes, she tried to get herself under control.

She was still alive.

Her stomach ached, as did her arm. But it was a phantom sort of ache. No dagger stuck out of her arm. Same with her belly. She even pulled up her shirt to check. There was no hole, no blood, no knife. Just the lightly ridged skin of her abs. She could still feel that cold inside her. Not to the same degree, and it was fading fast, but the sensation lingered in her thoughts.

Heart still hammering in her chest, she shuddered.

The spell had worked as advertised.

Alyssa was back in the hall, staring at two clones of herself with the transparent shards of Empty Mirror lazily drifting around her. The door was shut. No one was chasing after her, at least as far as she could tell.

In fact, she had never opened the door. She hadn’t approached it. Because she hadn’t opened the door, she hadn’t alerted the Taker. Because she hadn’t alerted the Taker, he had never drawn his weapons. Because he hadn’t drawn them, he hadn’t thrown them and Alyssa had never been skewered. Infinite Regress.

Well, not infinite as far as Alyssa understood the term. It had an end right where her clones were standing. But she wasn’t in charge of naming spells.

Alyssa remained right where she had landed against the wall. That had been too close. She had never been stabbed before and really wasn’t looking forward to putting herself in that situation again. It had almost killed her! She could almost hear the light wafts of Tenebrael’s wings as they moved about in the air. Her imagination, surely. Looking around, there was no sign of the black-hearted angel. Just an empty hall, a closed door, and two frozen clones of Alyssa.

Of course, that should be expected. Irulon’s instructions had specifically noted that the spell, Infinite Regress, did not actually do anything. It wasn’t time travel. It was more like she had put on virtual reality goggles and was acting out the future. That didn’t give nearly as much relief as it should. She had seen The Matrix. If she died in this mirror-world, would she die in real life? The instructions hadn’t said.

It wasn’t something she planned on testing anytime soon.

Alyssa shoved off the wall, gritting her teeth and focusing. She couldn’t sit around. As much as she wanted to just curl up in her bed and never deal with this world again… that just wasn’t her. The Taker wouldn’t leave her alone. Even if she ran away now, she wouldn’t be safe unless she ran all the way back to her home in Teneville. Maybe not even then, not if the Taker wanted to keep his reputation. Besides that, she couldn’t just leave Kasita in his claws. He would find out what she was sooner rather than later. If the mimic had already made her escape, there might not be anything to worry about. But she hadn’t. The Taker would kill her.

There wasn’t a doubt in Alyssa’s mind that he was capable of killing the mimic. Even Tzheitza could likely kill Kasita if she actually got serious about it.

Taking a breath, Alyssa pushed the previous events out of her mind. This spell only gave her three chances to perfect her plan and one was already down the drain.

Alyssa pushed open the door just as she had last time. Rather than stand in the middle of the opening like some kind of idiot, she moved her back right up to the frame.

Just in time for a black blade to fly past. It landed with a clatter somewhere down the hall, but Alyssa only had eyes for the Taker.

“Well, well. Bringing a friend? Looks like you aren’t the fool I took you for.” The Taker stepped away from Kasita’s cell, keeping his distance. He didn’t draw any spare knives this time, choosing instead to unsheathe his sword. It was a simple silver blade with no excess adornments. Given that his daggers did something to freeze her body, it was probably anything but simple. “Is that you under that shroud, Tzheitza? No. She’s far too aggressive for the cloak and dagger routine.”

Alyssa slipped into the room, moving away from the door while watching his eyes. They swept right over her as he scanned his surroundings, failing to see through the invisibility spell.

She had done it. She was in the room, he didn’t know where, and she didn’t even have a dagger sticking out of her chest. Gripping her shotgun tight, she moved just a few steps closer, ensuring that there wouldn’t be any missing. Unless his sword could stretch ten feet, she was well out of range of that as well.

“Drop the shroud, interloper.” The Taker put his back up against the stone column between Kasita’s cell and the next one over. He continued looking back and forth, sweeping his head around the room. “You have until the count of five. One.”

Alyssa hesitated. Last time, he had thrown a dagger that almost certainly would have killed her. She wasn’t sure if he had seen through the Empty Mirror spell at the end or if he was just that good at knowing where she would be. Either way, she was slightly curious about what it would be this time. A bluff? Or something worse than an icy dagger.

“Two.”

Hearing that word again, she grit her teeth. He wasn’t going to go at five. He would go at three like last time. Alyssa put the shotgun to her shoulder. Finding out what he had planned, coming as close to death as she already had, none of it mattered if he was dead.

“Thre—”

A sharp crack of her shotgun echoed off the stone walls of the prison.

Hot fire tore through her. She felt a hundred stings across her front, from her neck down to her thighs. Little burning rivets in her skin. The shotgun slipped from her grip. Her fingers simply lacked the strength to hold it. Looking down, blood leaked from holes in her shirt.

“Ah yes, Cid and Bacco were kind enough to inform me about those weapons. After inspecting the bodies left behind, I determined that a simple Projectile Reflection spell would suffice for defense. It’s always such a rush of satisfaction knowing that one’s preparations worked perfectly.”

Alyssa staggered, letting out a grunt as a narrow sword punctured straight through her stomach. She hadn’t seen him cross the distance, but there he stood just a step in front of her.

Re—

It took a force of will to stop herself from thinking the command word. Alyssa grit her teeth through the pain, blinking back tears. She only had one more chance to come up with a serviceable plan. This attempt had to go further. Even if it only gave her a little more information.

Alyssa clenched her fingers around her pistol, putting all her strength into pulling it up. “Reflect this!” she shouted in an attempt to distract herself from the pain of thrusting herself even further onto the blade until she was close enough to put the gun to his head.

The Taker’s heavy boot connected square with her chest. Alyssa spat up blood as he flung her back, slamming her into the wall.

Kasita shouted something, but Alyssa couldn’t understand the words. Her eyes were locked on the floor.

The contents of her stomach spilled out, landing on the floor with a loud slop. But they hadn’t come from her mouth. Her whole side was torn open.

It hurt.

Her vision blanked out, tunneling from the red mess on the floor to darkness. Death? Is this dying?

No. It wasn’t real. She held on to that thought, remembering the word.

Recede.

The world around her vanished without fanfare and Alyssa found herself staring at herself. Her hands gripped her stomach as she bit down on her cheek to stop the scream from escaping her lips. That maniac had disemboweled her! Her intestines had been lying on the ground next to her! Alyssa crushed her stomach in a hug with her arms, just trying to get the sensation out of her head.

She could still feel it. That sudden emptiness as her insides slipped out. A knife or sword stabbing through her was something she could understand—while far deeper at his hand, she had accidentally cut herself on occasion. But having her intestines fall out… she couldn’t even think of anything similar.

Frankly, she didn’t want to think much on it. Alyssa focused on her body as it was, whole and properly put together. It hadn’t been real.

To get her mind off the topic of herself, Alyssa forced her thoughts onto the situation as a whole. Shooting him would not work. Not from afar at least. She had barely understood what had been happening at the time, but between his words and her pockmarked body before being stabbed, it wasn’t difficult to put two and two together. Some spell was protecting him from projectiles, which guns most certainly were. It had probably been designed for arrows, but clearly worked well on more modern tools as well. There was a chance that he would be vulnerable up close. He had kicked her away rather than weather the shot when she had put the pistol to his head. That would require getting close to that sword however.

It was also possible that his spell had failed after deflecting her shotgun and that was why he had knocked her away. If she could shoot him at an angle that didn’t reflect the shot back at her… but that relied on both the assumption that the spell failed being true as well as the notion that magic had to make sense. The spell could literally reflect everything back at its source no matter how tricky she tried to be with the shot.

No. Too many unknowns with that plan. Maybe she could have tested it if she had more clones in Infinite Regress.

But she didn’t. She didn’t even have another copy of the spell. And not for lack of trying. The patterns for Fractal spells were nightmarish to copy. They had so many details to them. Her attempts at Infinite Regress had all wound up crunched up and tossed to the side. Irulon had made it look so easy. It hadn’t even taken the princess two tries.

This was her last chance to find something that worked to either incapacitate or kill the Taker. As soon as she returned again, she would be back in her ‘original’ body.

Alyssa pulled out all the spell cards she had. Her hands shook as she held the cards. Just a tremble that took focus and effort to clamp down on. She clenched her teeth, hoping that the shake wasn’t a long-term consequence of nearly getting killed in two discarded futures. Her breath had a slight ragged timber to it as well, she had noticed.

But it had to all be psychological. The Infinite Regress spell didn’t alter reality. Mind over matter. Closing her eyes, Alyssa cleared her mind and focused on the cards in her hand, using them as a distraction.

The final of Irulon’s gifts as well as Bercilak’s deck stared up at her. The latter’s spells weren’t all that highly ranked. From it, Alyssa got the impression that neither Bercilak nor his minions had been counted among top tier casters. That didn’t mean that they were useless. Probably. Projectiles were right out, of which there were a few—one that threw molten stones and another that conjured some sort of ghostly axe that flung toward a target. Did fireballs count as projectiles? They were just balls of plasma. For that matter, Spectral Axe wasn’t a solid either, as far as she understood it. It was probably best to discard them right out. Even Spectral Chains might trigger the Taker’s projectile reflection to stop said chains from wrapping around his body.

Many more were mere utility spells. Lots of Rank Zero through Two spells that seemed suited for someone traveling. Flames, lights, and one that seemingly warded off insects. After sorting through the deck, Alyssa pulled out only three that she thought might be useful.

Immolating Gloves, a fire-based spell that conjured flames around a target’s hands—which might be useful to get him to drop his sword—Desecrate Spells, a spell that corrupted other spells which she thought could have use against the Taker’s reflection, and Conjure Flames, a spell that supposedly caused burning on whatever the weapon it was applied upon hit. After thinking about it a bit more, she slid Conjure Flames into the discard pile. While she had a military combat knife, the Taker would surely have far more martial capability than she would, even if she managed to get close to him while completely invisible. Using it on her guns might work, but it might also cause her ammo to explode. That combined with the projectile reflector ruined its usefulness.

Lastly, she set Irulon’s card down and stared at it.

It had a simple design compared to the Fractal spells and other Rank Four spells. Five distinct lines merged together at one end, at the center of a circle. None of the lines were straight. They had bends in them, making it look almost like a clawed hand with a bit of imagination.

Rigor Mortis.

Another death spell. One that she hadn’t been sure that she wanted to use. It sounded nasty. An exceedingly unpleasant way to… not even die. The spell wouldn’t actually kill its target. They might die from the effects, but that wasn’t the spell’s defined purpose. Just reading over the description again made Alyssa shudder.

But, after having had the distinct displeasure of nearly dying to the Taker twice, her empathy was rapidly dwindling. It was one thing to shoot someone. Another thing entirely to effectively torture them before walking up and shooting them. Or… would she be able to shoot him? Even if he were incapacitated, shooting him while his projectile shield was up would just hit her instead.

Glancing down, Alyssa unsheathed her knife. It had one straight edge that angled off toward the tip. The backside was serrated. Cutting the Taker’s throat would undoubtedly kill him. And it wasn’t a projectile. But… Alyssa shuddered again. Would she actually be able to go through with it? If Rigor Mortis gave her the opportunity, could she slice someone’s throat while they were utterly helpless to fight back? She honestly wasn’t sure. Even shooting him… I’m not a killer. Yes, she had killed people. But it was one thing to be acting in self defense in a high-stress situation. Not that this is a low-stress situation, she thought, rubbing at her stomach again. But it was different when someone was down and out. Maybe, after using Rigor Mortis, the Spectral Chains spell…

No. The Taker was too dangerous. He had managed to kill her while she was invisible twice now. If he got even a moment of opportunity, she could easily die for real. Hardening her resolve, Alyssa sheathed the knife. The Taker wouldn’t leave this room alive. The best way to follow through with a decision was to make it immediately. Whether it be stabbing him or shooting him, she had to take action.

Alyssa pocketed the spells she wouldn’t be using, keeping handy Rigor Mortis, Immolating Gloves, and Desecrate Spells. The latter of which she was most excited over as it would allow her to use her guns. A quick clean kill via bullet to the head was more than the Taker deserved, but she would offer it if possible.

Plan in mind, she took a deep breath. Her hands weren’t shaking anymore. All the lingering pain from being stabbed and disemboweled had dampened. Although her stomach lurched as she reached for the ring handle, she fought down the queasy sensation. She had already run through all the reasons she had to take out the Taker now. Several times over, in fact. If she didn’t, she might as well never leave Tzheitza’s potion shop again for fear that he would pop up in the streets.

Throwing open the door, Alyssa stepped to the side. The dagger flew past a second later, just as expected. There wouldn’t be a second dagger, so she moved inside with haste.

“Well, well. Bring—”

The Taker started talking. Alyssa ignored it. She had heard it before. She had a precious few seconds before he started counting, and from there only up to the count of three before he would do something. Because she had attacked early last time around, she hadn’t a clue what, so her advantage only extended to that point. She had to act before then.

While the Taker backed away from Kasita’s cell, Alyssa pulled out the Desecrate Spells card. If she used either of the others first, there was a chance they would be destroyed along with his projectile defense. Like every other spell she had cast, she focused on the effect. This time, she kept her eyes open—she couldn’t afford to close her eyes in concentration.

Destroy magic!

“One.”

Alyssa blinked. The spell card was still in her hand, uncast. What had gone wrong? Irulon’s instructions specifically mentioned that spells could be cast within Infinite Regress, so that wasn’t the problem. The only other times she had failed to cast… had been when she hadn’t understood the intended outcome of the spells.

“Two.”

Desecrate Spells. What would the effect actually be? Obviously no spell should work after casting it. But it wasn’t called Cancel Magic. Desecrate held more violent meaning. Adding to that the fact that it was a Death spell, it had to do more than simply nullify magic. Instead of the invisible bubble protecting the Taker simply vanishing, Alyssa pictured it turning on him, harming him.

“Thr—”

The card vanished.

At first, nothing seemed to happen. The Taker stopped counting to look around the room, so he must have noticed something. Maybe the lights in the room had darkened slightly. Maybe that was just her imagination.

The jar above the door cracked audibly. Alyssa looked up just in time to watch the glass explode outward. Hot pins of glass pierced her arms as she moved them to protect her face. A searing rake of claws ran down her back, making her cry out.

“Desecration?” the Taker said as a second jar exploded, sounding far more amused than worried. “While under the effects of a shroud?”

Alyssa shouted again as bloody red streaks carved themselves into her forearm.

Another jar of light shattered, raining the glass down on the floor and darkening the room.

“More than just an illusory shroud. You have a lot of high rank magic on yourself, don’t you? Foolish, foolish. I believe Cid and Bacco spoke far too highly of your abilities.”

“What did you do, Alyssa?” Kasita shouted out just as the jar of light outside her cell bulged up and burst. “You—” A scream cut off her words. The form of Alyssa warped, flickering to nonsensical abominations of flesh before her entire being winked out of existence.

“Kas—” Invisible claws flayed a chunk of skin off Alyssa’s stomach. Just a flesh wound, but she still screamed.

The glass jar nearest the Taker went the way of the rest. Finally, he shouted out in pain. A red streak tore from his face, carving a line starting at the corner of his eye and disappearing beneath the collar of his coat. “I have to say—Ah!” He winced back. Alyssa couldn’t see any wound on him, but he jerked his back with a grunt. “Your plan might have been more effec—” A loud hurk cut him off, but either he was good at not showing pain or his wounds weren’t half as severe as Alyssa’s. “Effective if you had dropped your shroud as I had ordered.”

Alyssa let out a loud cry as something tore through her leg. The Taker’s head snapped toward her, eyes widening. He pulled a dagger from his coat.

Before he could throw it, his hand turned bloody red. The blade fell point first from his limp fingertips, turning the ground to ice where it landed. Undeterred, he pulled out a second with his other hand.

Another of the lights went dark with a bang. Only a few remained. Those that had yet to break barely lit up enough to see to the other side.

This had not gone according to plan. Desecrate Spells affected everything. Herself included. Kasita…

And the Taker had another dagger in his hands.

“R-Recede!” Alyssa shouted out loud before he could throw it.

The world lurched. Shuddered. Alyssa, barely maintaining her stability as it was, fell to her knees as the dagger shaved and froze the ends of a few hairs. Her spell destroyed the last lights in the room, thrusting her into pitch black.

She was still in the prison room, not back in the hall as her clone! A cold sweat beaded up everywhere, stinging as it made its way into her wounds. It had failed. She was going to die here.

The pain vanished completely just as Alyssa’s sharp breathing passed into hyperventilation. She was still on her knees, still inside the prison room. But instead of looking at a floor too dark to see, it was brightly lit. Her sleeve, where there should have been holes from shattered glass and blood from the carving rakes of the desecration spell, was whole once again.

Glancing up, she nearly threw up. The Taker stood next to Kasita’s cell, standing right where she had seen him stand three times so far. But both of them were staring at her, clearly able to see her.

“Well,” the Taker started, just as he had every time she had opened the door.

He didn’t get to finish.

Every jar of light in the room exploded.
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                Every jar of light in the room exploded.

The room was plunged into darkness. Being underground with no windows, the only light came from the thin cracks in the wood of the closed door that led back into the hall. Which wasn’t enough light for anything but a reference point in the pitch black.

Alyssa’s heart jolted. She remembered! Every time she had entered the room during Infinite Regress, the Taker had done the same thing! Throwing herself to the side to avoid the dagger that was surely already flying through the air, she rolled once before managing to get off her knees and back to standing. But she didn’t hear the telltale clatter of a metal knife hitting the stone floor.

She heard screams.

Kasita cried out, though her voice cut off after a second. The Taker shouted in his nasally tone, in pain but not quite screaming as Kasita had.

Desecrate Spells. It had to be. Alyssa hadn’t a clue what was going on, but it was that spell’s fault. She should have receded back into the hall, right where she had left her clone. Was this still in Infinite Regress? Recede.

Nothing. Still darkness. The Taker made another grunt of pain from somewhere in the room—his enchantments being torn apart by Desecrate Spells. It had to be. And this had to be real. Even if it wasn’t, even if this was still in the Infinite Regress spell and Desecrate Spells had simply disrupted her ability to recede, she couldn’t afford to treat it as anything but real.

Alyssa unslung the shotgun from over her shoulder. The jars of magical potion lights had exploded. Kasita had screamed. The Taker was still making occasional pained noises. Regardless of whatever had gone wrong with Infinite Regress, Desecrate Spells was still working. So long as it worked as advertised, the Taker’s projectile reflection wasn’t.

She just had to find him.

Even with a few seconds in the darkness, her eyes hadn’t adjusted. They probably wouldn’t ever adjust enough to see with how little light seeped in through the door. Since her back was to the door, Kasita’s cell would be to her right. But the last noise had been straight ahead.

That had been a second or two ago. There hadn’t been any noise since.

Alyssa grit her teeth. Sweat poured down her neck. She could almost feel something crawling up her spine—her imagination, surely. It still got her thinking. Could the Taker see in the dark?

No. All spells should have been destroyed, including anything that might have granted night vision. But something was wrong. She was missing something.

What was it?

Alyssa turned her head, straining her ears for anything that might tip her off as to his location.

A noise! Mumbling to her left? Alyssa didn’t hesitate in the slightest. She swung her shotgun around and fired. A bright flash at the muzzle lit up the room for a fraction of a second—too bright to see, it burned a white light into her eyes.

The pellets hit something. A man screeched.

But it wasn’t in the Taker’s nasally tone. Bacco? She had completely forgotten about him!

Alyssa threw herself to the side without thinking.

Too slow.

Icy metal sliced through her upper arm, grazing her.

Ignoring the burning sear on her skin left in its wake, Alyssa pumped the shotgun, sending a shell across the room, and fired again. This time, she aimed where she thought the dagger had come from.

She didn’t stand around wondering if she had hit anyone. Alyssa moved immediately, running along the wall of cages toward where Kasita had been.

Bacco kept moaning. He wasn’t dead, but he didn’t sound like he was having a good time. She could picture the larger man rocking back and forth as he put pressure on wherever she had hit. If they both survived, she might just apologize. Until then, the Taker was still around.

The Taker wasn’t moaning and groaning. Her second shot hadn’t connected. She counted herself lucky that his second dagger pinged off the stone wall harmlessly behind her as she moved around the room. There was some rustling of clothes, but it was difficult to hear over Bacco. From what she could tell, the Taker had moved to that side of the room, keeping opposite of Alyssa.

“Kasita,” Alyssa hissed out into the darkness, hoping that the noise Bacco was making would cover up her voice. “Please tell me you’re alive.”

The mimic gave her no response. Not a pained groan, not a snarky giggle.

With a frown, Alyssa moved on without waiting long, keeping her elbow along the wall so that she didn’t run into it. Her voice could have given her away to the Taker. She had a flashlight she could use to look for the mimic once the Taker was dealt with. Of course, like the Bacco situation, that relied on her surviving. Shining around the light now would just get her a dozen daggers thrown in her direction.

As she moved, she pulled out her deck of cards. Shooting blindly into the dark room wasn’t working. True, she had only tried twice, but the Taker had already mentioned being passably familiar with the gun. He wouldn’t let her find him easily. It was far more likely that the longer this went on, the more likely she would find herself impaled on his sword again.

She had to be quick and careful in retrieving the deck, just in case the Taker did end up showing himself. The darkness kept her from seeing the cards—even her own hands might as well still be invisible with how little she could see. But she hadn’t needed to know which cards were which back when she had blown away Bercilak’s goon with a few dozen fireballs. The faint feel of indents in one side let her orient the cards with the spell designs facing out.

Fingers trembling, Alyssa stopped directly opposite from the door. Facing it, she slung her shotgun back over her shoulder and fanned the cards out in front of her.

There was one small advantage she had. Every other person she had encountered who had cast spells had said the name of the spell out loud. It was a definite weakness, even if it only gave their opponents a split second to make a decision.

She had one shot at making something good of this. The Taker was too smart to not catch on if she failed.

The fan of cards lit up with a quarter of them vanishing. Fireballs formed at the tips of her fingers, lingering there momentarily before flying away from her in all directions. One slammed into the chair in the middle of the room, sending it toppling aflame. Most splashed harmlessly against the stone or metal bars in the room.

One welled up, swelling bright as it struck something only a few paces from Alyssa.

Without a sound, the Taker spun, throwing his flaming coat to the floor. Bloody streaks ran down his arms and it looked like a tiger had taken exception to his face. But he raised his sword in the same smooth motion that got rid of his coat, not even caring about the blood running down his face. He didn’t make any expression at all as he stepped forward to strike.

But Alyssa wasn’t done yet. Pivoting to orient the spells directly at him, she—

 

Intestines slipped from their fleshy prison, landing on the floor with a loud slop along with a pool of bright red blood.

 

Alyssa stumbled backward, recoiling at the sight of the sword swinging toward her.

Its black metal tip whisked past her face close enough that she could feel the air rushing past.

And it was coming back!

She tried to duck and slip out of the way.

But didn’t quite make it.

“Argh!” The sword bit into her shoulder. Not much. It dug in half a finger’s length before connecting with metal.

Her shotgun caught it, keeping the sword from taking off her arm.

Arm screaming in pain and not knowing what else to do, Alyssa shoved that same shoulder into the Taker’s chest. He stumbled back. It wasn’t enough to knock him down, but it let Alyssa put some distance between them by using him as a springboard.

Alyssa’s head snapped back. Something caught her hair. Her half-tumble away from the Taker turned to a full tumble as she lost her balance. Hitting the ground shoulder first, Alyssa let out another cry at feeling a snap in her arm. Grinding her teeth together and blinking back tears, she rolled over onto her back.

The Taker closed the distance between them almost casually, letting a fistful of brown hair drift to the floor. Tilting his head side to side let out loud cracks. “You have been an irritating opponent,” he said like he was discussing nothing more important than the weather. “But I have taken the lives of many far worse than you. I wish I could ram my sword through your skull. Unfortunately, my boss wishes for a decisive example to be made of you.”

That hadn’t stopped him from killing her in any of those Infinite Regress attempts. What changed? She couldn’t think about it now. This couldn’t be the end. If she gave up, Tenebrael would eat her. And that was not going to happen!

Spell cards still clenched in the fist of her broken arm, she twisted herself, aiming the faces at him. He raised his sword high above his head. The first spell that came to mind vanished from the deck, unleashing its power on him as the sword came down. She squeezed her eyes closed and turned to the side with a wince, fully expecting that to be her last conscious thought.

But nothing hit her. Peeking one eye open, the sword stopped inches from her ear. It froze no differently than if it had hit a stone pillar slightly larger than her body.

His dark eyes widened ever so slightly, catching in the flickering light of the burning chair. But he didn’t move. The Taker stood with his arms outstretched, both hands on the hilt of his sword.

As fast as she could, Alyssa slid out from under the blade. The way it didn’t even waver actually had her laughing, though she didn’t laugh for long—a spike of pain in her arm cut that off quick. But still! It worked. “You know what that spell was, don’t you?” she said with a forced smile. “I’m surprised you managed to react that fast. How long do you think you can hold that position?”

The Taker didn’t respond. He couldn’t! Not without potentially killing himself.

Alyssa burst out laughing despite the pain in her shoulder and back. It wasn’t funny, but she couldn’t help it. All the tension and stress just evaporated all at once. She had won! The Taker couldn’t move. Not unless the spell wore off.

Her laughter died off with that sobering thought. As she had decided beforehand, she couldn’t leave him alive. Reaching for the pistol at her hip, Alyssa stopped with a jerk at the pain in her right arm. For the first time, she looked down.

Blood drenched her shirt, soaking into the fabric. The gash in her shoulder—more of her collar bone—was deeper than she had thought. Red meat and… bone? Alyssa wobbled as a sudden lightheaded sensation unfocused her eyes. The shoulder was the Hollywood go-to location for injuring a character without killing them, but was that true? She was almost positive that she had read somewhere about a major vein or artery that ran through the shoulder, making all those seeming flesh wounds into actual death sentences.

The lightheadedness went away as panic set in. She needed to fix this. Bandage it or something. Quick. Before she passed out, bled out, and died. Trying to move her arm again just brought up another problem. Her arm, between her elbow and her shoulder, had a curve to it that definitely hadn’t been there before.

Broken. She had broken her arm in that fall.

Aware of her injuries, the hurt ramped up. Like getting a paper-cut and not feeling it until noticing the wound. Except worse. Ten thousand times worse. She could see her angel-damned bones! Each throb of her heart turned the sting to a fiery heat.

Shock! Alyssa realized. I’m in shock! Just realizing that fact didn’t help. Her mind remained blank. What to do? What to do! She needed to stop the bleeding. But how? She could tear her shirt into strips, but would that be enough to stop a gash this big? Her shirt was already full of blood. With the angle of the cut right above her shoulder, she couldn’t tie a tourniquet.

Frustration mounting along with a woozy feeling in her head. It took all her willpower to force herself to remain conscious. If she passed out, the Taker would get free, most likely. But what could she do? Kasita, gone. Dead? Maybe just unconscious. Either way, if she hadn’t shown herself yet, she wasn’t going to be able to help. The Taker would kill her the instant she released him. Maybe if she had saved the Contract spell. Bacco? Alyssa turned to his cell. He was still alive. She could hear him. But she winced as she looked in.

He was broken and bloodied. Her shotgun hadn’t done that. In fact, in the dim light from the flames, she could see where her shot had hit—nowhere near him. The Taker must have tortured him.

No. Not like this. She wouldn’t accept it. So long as Tenebrael was out there waiting for her soul, Alyssa wouldn’t—couldn’t die. There had to be something. She just wasn’t thinking right. Her thoughts came too quick in her panic, focusing on one thing was hard. But she had to try.

Alyssa looked down at the spell cards in her hand, thinking through the possibilities. Nothing came to mind that could heal her. Most everything was flame magic, death magic, or basic utility spells. Nothing that would mend her arm. Alyssa couldn’t do anything but clench her fist. All this magic and nothing that could save her.

A thought slammed into her like a freight train. Fire magic! Using just one hand, she started going through cards, tossing useless ones to the floor rather than try to keep hold of them all.

There! Flame. One of the simplest spells. Alyssa wasted no time in casting it. As soon as the small candle-sized fire appeared at the tip of her finger, she moved her hand to her shoulder.

She barely felt the burn before the candle was snuffed out among the viscera. It wasn’t enough. The flame was too weak. Not hot enough. Even if she used up all the flame spells in her deck, it probably wouldn’t be enough to even partially cauterize the wound. There had to be something bigger. She started going through the remaining cards. All the fireballs were gone, but they probably would have been too much in the wrong direction.

The solution stared up at her from the floor. A pentagram with five triangles intersecting the sides, connected at a single point in the center. There was more to it, but Alyssa focused more on what it could do rather than the actual shapes. Immolating Gloves. It should light her hands on fire with enough heat that it would make her drop any weapons. Enough heat to burn closed her wound? Hopefully enough to get to Tzheitza and get some help.

Out of options, Alyssa knelt to pick up the card. She didn’t even bother standing again. Slipping the card between the fingers of her right arm, she aimed the face at her left and cast the spell.

Heat flared up immediately, searing the skin of her hand as orange flames enveloped her hand. Alyssa hissed in pain, but she didn’t let that stop her from slamming her hand onto her shoulder.

A high-pitched scream echoed off the walls of the circular stone chamber.

The spell didn’t last long. It wasn’t meant to. But it did its job. Alyssa grimaced as she looked at her shoulder. Every throb of her heart sent needles of pain through her, but the blackened skin wasn’t bleeding anymore.

One crisis averted for the moment, hopefully. Now she just had a million more things to worry over. Infection, disease, cancer. More immediately, would she ever be able to use her arm again? Or her hand, for that matter. It hadn’t survived unscathed. Her fingers and palm were just as charred as her shoulder. She didn’t even want to try clenching her hand into a fist.

For a few minutes, Alyssa just sat there on the floor, trying to keep from crying more than she already had. What a nightmare. What an actual nightmare. And it wasn’t over yet.

She glanced up at the Taker, still standing exactly where she had left him. Except the tip of his sword was trembling as he held it in his outstretched arms. She flashed him a grin. An actual honest grin despite everything.

I survived.

Killing him wasn’t in the cards at the moment, so to speak. Neither of her hands were in any shape to hold a gun, let alone fire one, and the spells were all scattered across the floor. Maybe she could pick one up. But it probably wouldn’t matter.

The Taker was trapped in Rigor Mortis. A Rank Five Death spell. Its target became unable to move. To be clear, it wasn’t some Petrificus Totalus spell that literally prevented movement. It froze his movements for only an instant, after that, it released him. The Taker could move if he wanted to. But any part of him that significantly moved from its frozen position would have its bones broken. If he tried to let go of his sword, every bone in his fingers would snap. If he tried to shift his weight, his hips would break. If he tried to speak, his jaw would be crushed. Even worse, it wouldn’t stop at the first bones broken. So if his fingers broke and he tried to shout in pain, his jaw would split in two. If he recoiled from the pain…

He might as well be as good as dead. Especially with how his sword wasn’t steady anymore. It had to be heavy. Holding it straight out in front of him pulled at his muscles.

Unfortunately, she couldn’t just slam into him again to trigger the effects. External influence broke the spell. It was the deadliest game of freeze-tag.

Alyssa forced herself to her feet. She couldn’t sit around. If Cid or anyone else walked into the room, she had no way of defending herself. She needed to get outside and hope that Tzheitza and Oz had dealt with whatever assassin they had encountered.

“Kasita,” she called out, throat sore and voice hoarse from shouting. “Kasita, I need you to come out. Or just make some noise so I can carry you out.” Alyssa looked to the trap-door cell, expecting the mimic to pop up with a giggle. Nothing happened. No voices. No shimmering beautiful women appearing out of nowhere. “Anything,” she tried one more time. Tenebrael hadn’t shown herself, so Kasita shouldn’t be dead. Unless the demonic angel didn’t bother with monster souls. But it looked like Alyssa would have to trust the mimic to find her own escape once she recovered. If she ever did.

“Please…”

Alyssa turned her head to the opposite side of the room, wincing as the motion pulled at her burned shoulder.

It wasn’t Kasita. Bacco pressed himself up against the bars of his cell. He stretched his hand out to Alyssa, though his fingers were all bent and twisted in the wrong ways. “Please,” he said again, voice almost as bad as Alyssa’s. “You can’t leave me here.”

Alyssa frowned, closing her eyes. Without the adrenaline running through her body, she felt about ready to fall asleep. The Taker made examples of people, according to Irulon. And Bacco definitely looked like he was in the process of being made an example of. But… “I don’t have a key.” Even if she wanted to help, she couldn’t. The Taker probably had the key on him, but touching him would free him.

Rather than choking up and falling to despair, Bacco actually straightened his back. “No key needed! The cells are opened with that panel near the door.”

Turning and barely able to see in the rapidly dwindling light of the burning chair, Alyssa found a series of toggle switches right where Bacco said they would be. Not electrical switches, but more like the lever that closed the hidden staircase. Despite what he had done to her, she couldn’t leave Bacco here in good conscience. If the Taker did manage to escape the Rigor Mortis, through help or simply because passing out would make the spell fizzle, he would surely start by dealing with the large man. So, with a preemptive grit of her teeth to ready herself for the pain, Alyssa lifted her left hand and carefully pulled down on the levers. She didn’t grip it with her burned skin so much as she used her whole arm.

The third switch dropped Bacco’s bars into the floor. He lumbered out.

Alyssa tensed as the large man turned his head to the Taker. All it would take was a light shove to free him, which would probably earn Bacco some redemption points from the torturer. As well as inadvertently kill her. But she managed to breathe out a sigh of relief as he turned away.

“What did you do to him?”

As soon as Bacco spoke, the sword fell to the floor with a loud clatter.

Alyssa jumped, fearing that the Taker would rush at her. But he didn’t. Three of his fingers twisted in on themselves even worse than Bacco’s fractured fingers, one joint bending such that his skin broke, spilling a small amount of blood to the floor.

Surprisingly enough, he didn’t move more than that. He didn’t jerk back his arms in pain or make the slightest sound. The man definitely had self-control. Hopefully not enough to last.

“Bacco,” Alyssa said, throat hoarse from shouting. “Can you move your fingers?”

“A little.” He notably did not demonstrate, even paling slightly at the question.

“Good… Good enough.” Did she trust him? Did she have a choice? The Taker had too much self control and she felt too weak. If she passed out, the spell would likely stop. And the Taker would be freed. Alyssa couldn’t take that risk. He had proved himself far too dangerous during the infinite regress sessions. “My side,” she said, turning slightly to make sure he could see the pistol at her hip. The button holding the gun in the holster was already undone so that she could have grabbed it easily if needed. “Take it out.”

Bacco hesitated. It took a “Now!” from Alyssa to get his hands moving. His fingers truly were broken and injured, but he forced through the pain, grabbing the grip of her gun.

“Put it in my hand,” she said. Her arm and shoulder were broken. She could barely move them now. But her fingers still worked. When Bacco placed the gun in her hand, she quickly flicked off the safety. “Now help me point it at him. Just lift up my arm a bit.”

The Taker’s eyes widened. They didn’t have bones in them, just muscle, so he was free to look around. She could see the sudden onset of fear in his eyes as the gun slowly raised to his face.

For her part, Alyssa was just trying not to scream as her ruined muscles and bones protested the movement. Sweat covered her face. Her vision wasn’t clear. Was the pistol even properly aimed at the Taker? It was hard to tell. But Bacco had stopped moving her arm. Did she trust him? No. But she trusted that he, at least, was not about to backstab her the way Cid had tried. So she started to squeeze the trigger.

The Taker moved before she could. He thrust one hand to a pocket. His arm broke clean in two on the way, but his twisted fingers made it inside. “Projectile Reflec—” His jaw snapped to the side before his nasally voice could finish.

But it was enough for Alyssa to hesitate. He hadn’t finished, but was what he had said enough? He hadn’t pulled any cards out of his pockets either, so she couldn’t tell if one had disappeared. Nothing shimmered around his form that looked like a shield, but he hadn’t had one on earlier either. Heart plummeting to the depths of her stomach, she released the pressure on the trigger. Maybe it hadn’t worked. But if it had, she would wind up shooting herself in the face.

It was enough to make her want to cry. More than she already did, anyway.

She couldn’t kill him.

The spells scattered across the floor, she had already dismissed them during Infinite Regress. Until she learned exactly what Projectile Reflection would and wouldn’t reflect, she couldn’t use most of them. The rest, she hadn’t had the time to identify them. A few daggers were lying about. And the sword. But between her burned hand and her broken, gashed arm, she couldn’t use them.

Bacco? Could he chop off the Taker’s head? If he failed, if he freed the Taker from Rigor Mortis and didn’t do enough damage, the Taker still had one good arm. Alyssa didn’t doubt for a moment that he could kill both of them with that one arm. And Cid had once said that Bacco wouldn’t hurt a slime. Of all the things Cid had lied about, that might be the most believable.

“W-What now?” Bacco asked, realizing that she wasn’t going to shoot. He helped her lower the pistol back to her holster. It hurt like a bitch, but Alyssa’s mind was racing to find any possibilities that might lead to the Taker’s death.

And she was coming up blank.

“Let’s go,” she said, not bothering to answer his question as she wedged the door open with her ruined hand. Rigor Mortis was still active. No one, not even the Taker, could maintain a perfect stillness forever. Especially while in an awkward pose with one arm out and their body leaning forward. She would just have to stay awake as long as possible.

Unfortunately, she couldn’t stick around. Her wounds were great. And if anyone from the brothel, or any other secret room, came down here… Things would likely end up poorly.

She needed to get to Tzheitza and hope that the woman had something that could help her. Then she needed to prepare. Just in case the Taker did survive.

            

    
        012.001 Interlude - Kasita

    
    
    
    
                The strangeness of the world boggled Kasita’s mind. For as long as she could remember, she had always been puzzled by the idea that people—human or monster—existed. Herself included. Nothing around her ever seemed all that real. A part of that could have just been her nature—she had no defined form and could take any shape she wanted. It gave her a certain disconnect to the world around her. One that she was well aware of. However, anytime she entered that line of thinking, she realized that it was all in her head. Which, if she didn’t exist, wouldn’t be thinking such things.

But that didn’t dissuade her from considering the nature of herself and the world around her.

Sometimes, given time alone with her thoughts, she entertained the idea that no one else was real save for herself. Intellectually, she knew that she existed as did others. It was just too easy to forget sometimes that as much as she had things she liked and disliked, others did as well. Especially when their likes were her dislikes. Comprehending the very idea that someone could enjoy something that she hated took a lot more effort than she was willing to put into most situations.

Most people out there, both human and monster, frequently did nothing at all. Or nothing constructive, in any case. Relaxing, they called it. Once in a while might be one thing, but so many grew addicted to it. They had goals to accomplish, things they wanted to see or do in their meager lives, but yet they would still decide to spend night after night in a chair, smoking a pipe while staring off into the stars. Or worse, go to their neighbors and just talk away entire evenings about nothing at all. They wouldn’t even remember the details of the conversation the next morning—not because they were too drunk, though that often played a part, but because the conversations were just that unimportant.

She could not grasp the notion that people wasted their lives on such things. The only ones who should were the ones who didn’t have to worry about their lifespans running out. Perhaps she was biased. Mimics didn’t live long lives. She didn’t have as long as a human to experience the world. She had lived ten years and would be lucky to see another twenty.

Which was why it took effort to remember that other people were real and not just the equivalent of rocks, things for her to interact with.

But she did try. Empathizing with the other monsters at the Waterhole had been one of her greatest successes. They had been utterly miserable at the fact that their lives were essentially going to waste. A notion that she could personally identify with. Of course, she hadn’t exactly spent all of her time in the whorehouse. Being curious and eager to learn everything she could, she had often slipped out. Once, she had even visited the human palace. That had taken a bit of sneaking.

A novelty place. Its view from the top was worth it, but only because the ground around it was so flat. The elvish constructs in the mountains were far higher even if the buildings were shorter, giving a better look of the world.

While at the Waterhole, she had decided that she needed to do more than just provide comfort for the other girls. And she had been so close. Just the week before, she had finally gotten her hands on enough poison to kill every non-monster. Being a mimic, she could never hope to fight the humans. Lifting a sword was nearly impossible. Even a dagger took far too much effort. While she might be able to use a dagger to inflict some damage on a person, maybe enough to kill one, as soon as the rest of the whorehouse became aware of her intentions, she would find herself dealt with.

So poison it was. She had just been waiting for an opportunity. A celebration, perhaps. Svotty had been well known for his vices and he frequently roped the guards into joining in. A way to kill them would have presented itself eventually.

And then Alyssa had shown up.

Kasita had honestly hated the human immediately after she had announced that Svotty was dead and that everyone was free to leave. Months of work had gone to waste. She might as well have spent her time staring at the stars. It was the worst sort of feeling. But a combination of Enrique’s utter rapture, Rizk snapping out of her daze, and the sheer ignorance Alyssa displayed had piqued Kasita’s interest.

And the weapon she had used to fight off goblins and trolls later that evening even more so. Kasita had really been hoping that she could use one without much trouble. But they were weighty and, the one time she had used one, had thrown her backward off a cliff.

Still, in following Alyssa around, Kasita had seen something of herself in the human. Except when she slept, Alyssa constantly moved forward. She created goals for herself then set out to accomplish them. More relevant, when she decided that her current actions weren’t leading her to her goals, she eliminated them. Working as a delivery agent for the human potioneer gave Alyssa some sense of direction in the unfamiliar city, but the second it ceased being valuable, she told Tzheitza that she was going to quit.

Kasita found it admirable. An attitude to strive toward.

Though now, entirely unaware of the strange world around her, Kasita couldn’t help but wonder if she had found herself impeding one of Alyssa’s goals.

There was nothing that Kasita could do by reflecting on the past weeks. She didn’t even know what had happened. Alyssa had appeared in the prison room, all the lights had darkened, and then she had felt a sharp pain. Her form being stabbed with a sword didn’t hurt. Her forms felt no sensations. They were illusions and little more. But this… she had never felt anything like it. So it had to have been pain.

Her sense of the world around her went inert after that.

Kasita honestly hadn’t a clue what was going on. She couldn’t sense anything else, object or person. Her existence was nothing but a void. Even trying to change shape didn’t work. Or, if it did, she was unaware of the outcome.

This could be death. Though it was a bit different than she had imagined. The humans told tales of Tenebrael and how she would ferry them to a paradise upon their deaths so long as they strove to praise her and fight for her. According to human priests, those who led unworthy lives would be destroyed for eternity, fed to demons. Oddly enough, many larger monster communities had their own doctors of divinity… who preached roughly the same theories, though they claimed that Tenebrael was some sort of monster and put significantly less emphasis on actually worshiping her, believing her to be just another being that exists, if a powerful one. Perhaps even a precursor to the Monster Lords.

Alyssa certainly had different opinions on the matter. She hadn’t said anything specific, but her tone when mentioning these angels was anything but pleasant.

For Kasita, she wasn’t sure what death brought. Her line of thinking, naturally, leaned toward the idea that Tenebrael was just a powerful monster. If that was true, then it was likely that nothing lay beyond life. A very literal sort of nothing. No thought nor experience. It wasn’t a very comfortable thought, but there wasn’t anything Kasita could do about it. She hoped she was wrong; having everything she had learned and done nullified permanently was a depressing notion.

Still, this didn’t seem to be any of those deaths. She could think—she existed, therefore her theory was wrong. And this certainly wasn’t a paradise and she didn’t feel like demons eating her would be so unimpressive.

While certainly preferable to oblivion, the lack of all outside influence would probably make her go insane with time. As it was, she had no idea, no frame of reference as to how long she had been in her current state.

Just as she was about to try to meditate on nothing, she felt it. The world.

Earthen floor entered into her consciousness. Just a small pinprick, but it was expanding outward. Her awareness increased to encompass more stone floor, walls, bars. Mimics didn’t see like most other races, but she felt the world around her in a way that was fairly analogous to sight. From her surroundings, she managed to put a few things together. First, she was still in the underground prison. The cell wasn’t closed anymore, the bars had slid into the floor.

As her awareness continued to grow, she saw him. That human who had Alyssa all worked up, the Taker, stood roughly in the center of the circular room, mostly still. He wasn’t looking in her direction, but she was currently appearing as nothing more than a small stone—a defense mechanism ingrained instinctively in mimics. Rather, he was looking at the floor. At his sword? Kasita couldn’t quite understand what he was doing. Several of his fingers were twisted in wrong directions and his forearm had clearly snapped clean in two with how his wrist and hand dangled at an angle. His other hand was tucked into his pocket, but that arm had broken as well.

Deciding to wait to see the rest of the room before trying to do anything, Kasita remained where she was.

It took an agonizing amount of time, but she eventually had a full view of the room. Alyssa was nowhere to be found. Neither was the half-giant in the cell opposite hers. The room showed signs of a battle, walls being scorched or pockmarked with Alyssa’s strange guns. Glass littered the floor. The chair that had been in the middle of the room wasn’t there anymore. Some charcoal in a rough chair shape wasn’t far away though.

Someone had a party while she had been… had that been what unconsciousness was like? Not very appealing in her opinion, yet humans did it every day. Most monsters did too. Kasita much preferred not being trapped within her own mind.

Deciding nothing would get done as long as she stayed hidden, Kasita tried to assume her usual human form.

Tried.

The moment she felt her body shift, something… stabbed? Was that the proper word? It was altogether an unpleasant sensation that made her stop trying to change. It wasn’t something she had felt before and it wasn’t a good feeling. Humans, after physically exerting themselves, frequently took heavy panting breaths of air. For the first time, she understood the need to do that.

It was the air. Something hung in the air around her that ate at her when she tried to work her magic. Possibly what had gotten her into this situation in the first place. When Alyssa had appeared in the room, she had brought with her that stabbing feeling.

But it was possible to change. Just painful. And wasn’t that a weird thought. A sword could slice right through her head while in human form and she wouldn’t feel a thing. Forcing herself into a human form felt like she was being torn to pieces. An impossibility given her physiology.

Straining for a few moments, she finally managed. Her form wasn’t perfect. She looked more like a fleshy blob with arms and legs than a proper person, but it was enough to return her mobility. Which she promptly used to exit her cell. There were a few odd things she had noticed, apart from the obvious human in the room. A few of Alyssa’s weapon parts were scattered around the floor. Given how dutifully she had collected them earlier in Svotty’s office, Alyssa was probably in trouble. That thought only compounded as she noted the blood on the floor. Although the Taker had a bone or two jutting out of his skin, he was far away and not injured enough to have produced this much blood.

Kasita moved a foot over one of the little red and brass gun parts, pulling it into her body. Even that prickled, but the sensations were lessening. It was to a level where she didn’t have to try to ignore it anymore. Still, she couldn’t help but wonder about the little cylinders. They flew out of the guns every time they fired. Their insides clearly had gone through an explosion, but bodies hit by the weapons wound up shredded, not burned. The whys and hows were beyond her. If she could get a few samples to an elf, maybe she could learn more.

She found it odd that Alyssa had left them behind as well. The human meticulously kept her things to herself. To Kasita’s knowledge, the only ones she hadn’t kept had been those used on the trolls and goblins. Were they important or were they not? The inconsistency irritated her. Yes, Alyssa had been fleeing from monsters at the time, but she could have gone back to the streets the next day as Kasita had. But she hadn’t even tried. With a scowl, Kasita collected the other gun parts. They could go with the parts she had collected from the streets.

A crack followed by a throaty grunt pulled her attention to the Taker.

His shoulder had broken. Between his arm and his neck, it looked like someone had grabbed him with two hands and pulled.

Kasita ignored the tingling as she forced her form further toward her usual. Most importantly, she gave herself lips and a mouth, allowing vocal interactions with the world. “It seems as if things did not go according to plan. But this is a good look on you. Ufu~ If I sit here long enough, will the rest of you break to pieces?”

The Taker didn’t respond aside from swiveling his eyes to look at Kasita. There was no way he could see. It was abyssally dark in the room. But he still looked toward her voice. All his earlier gloating from when she had first dropped into the pit was nowhere to be seen.

“In the original plan, you died. What happened? What happened?” His sword. On the floor in front of his broken arms. Bright red blood lined the tip. Alyssa’s, most likely. If she had been wounded, that could explain the Taker’s continued survival. And with the half-giant missing, perhaps he had carried her away.

But none of that explained why the room was dark, why the Taker had several lacerations over his body in addition to the broken limbs, and why Kasita had found herself unconscious.

Perhaps Alyssa hadn’t done anything to her after all. The room could have had some magical defenses that activated because of Alyssa. That would be a nice thought. Kasita didn’t like the idea that the human who apparently didn’t mind the company of monsters had been duplicitous since they had met. That’s my job. Smiling at that thought, Kasita nodded. That had to be it. When Alyssa had appeared, she had been kneeling, confused, and seemingly in pain. She had been in no position to attack.

The smile on Kasita’s image froze. Why was she happy about that? What was one more human trying to kill her? Humans couldn’t be trusted. Lexar had been the same way. As soon as she told him what she was, he had run off to the Waters Street gang, intent on selling her.

Kasita clicked her tongue in annoyance at having remembered unpleasant thoughts. Alyssa might be interesting, but she had to remember that, no matter how friendly she appeared to be, Kasita would be thrown under the wagon wheels well in advance of any human should push come to shove.

Or, she thought, looking over the Taker’s broken form, any human who hadn’t tried to kill her.

The corner of her lip ticked upward into a smile, though a smile fueled by far less elated feelings. Walking near the door of the room, she moved her foot over a black dagger. Weighty, being solid metal, but small enough that she could pull it into herself without much difficulty.

“Sometimes,” she said aloud, facing away from the Taker. “Sometimes, I wish I had been born differently. Perhaps as a race with sharp claws or powerful muscles. Being a mimic, being weak, it leaves me frequently unsatisfied.” The Taker didn’t react to her words. Even when she started walking back to him, resurfacing the dagger in the palm of her hand, he remained still. Mostly. His arms were trembling ever so slightly. But that had been going on since she awoke. He just sat there. Helpless.

A tingling welled up within Kasita. Not the painful prickles, though those were still present if she concentrated hard on feeling them. These tingles were of a far more sadistic sort. Using two fingers, she dangled the blade of the black dagger right in front of his eyes. It was dark, but maybe he had some way to see.

“I just want to rip your face. Slice it to shreds. Tear out your throat. Pull your heart from your chest.” His eyes followed the tip of the knife as it swung from side to side. “But,” she said, sighing and pulling back. “I can’t. Even if I were to use all my strength, this dagger would only give you a shallow cut. No matter how much I want to… no matter how much you deserve it…” She trailed off, thinking back to her time at the whorehouse. “You remember Selpa? Black fur, fire burning in her eyes? I… find it difficult to connect with others. But she and I, we had a plan to kill everyone there. To remove her chains and set her free to feast on the fat pigs running the place. Until you came along. And then you threaten my new… interest?”

Kasita gripped the knife with both hands and thrust.

The tip sank into the soft flesh of his eye.

He opened his mouth, screaming. His jaw, already broken in two, swung to the side and came unhinged. Though that did nothing to stop the sweet sound coming from his throat.

Kasita ignored him, continuing to push as hard as she could. Her goal wasn’t the eye, though she wasn’t complaining. She wanted his mind.

Her arms stopped with a jerk, hitting the thin bone behind his eye that protected his brain.

Even with the full force of her body behind the knife, it didn’t make it through.

The Taker jerked back the moment she felt resistance, taking the dagger out of her fingers as he fell backward to the ground and writhed in pain.

Kasita jumped back, surprised at his movement. She had thought he was trapped in some spell. Watching him roll back and forth, arms flopping about with their broken bones as he shouted about his eye, all her sadism dropped to nothing. Fear and worry replaced it. He had definitely been under a spell.

She had broken that spell.

Whatever it had been, whatever its intentions were, they weren’t working anymore.

What to do? She had ruined it. There wasn’t anything she could to do fix it. She couldn’t kill him. Even trying to stab him in his opposite eye wouldn’t work. Not with him flailing back and forth. A mimic couldn’t wrestle with a human.

Kasita backed away. While she had only seen the Taker on occasion at the Waterhole, she knew his reputation. He wouldn’t stay down for long. Even with a broken body, he could still be a threat to her. All it would take would be to activate whatever defenses had caused her to black out in the first place. That could buy him plenty of time to deal with her in a more permanent manner.

Slamming her weight into the door, she pushed it open a narrow crack. Not enough to fit through had she been a real human, but she was a mimic. So long as the gun parts she was carrying could fit through, so could she.

She sprinted through the empty hallway and made it to the stairs. An obvious lever opened up a wall to the passage Cid had led her through. She didn’t bother trying to close the wall again. Familiar with elven engineering though she was, she might not have the time to puzzle out which of the light holders activated it.

Only when she reached the open skies of the city streets did Kasita finally stop. She hadn’t encountered Alyssa. Either the human had gone the wrong way and needed a rescue from the Waterhole or she had made it out…

Without taking Kasita with her. A small part of her mind flashed with anger at the thought of being forgotten, but she quickly dismissed the notion. If there was one thing that Kasita had learned about Alyssa, it was that Alyssa… did not pay attention to her environment. Her awareness of small things that changed around her was almost depressingly low. Since Kasita had wrapped herself in the safety of a small pebble, there was no way for the human to have found her.

Especially not given that the room had been utterly dark. A being without Kasita’s natural sense for the world around her would have been blind.

Kasita turned, angling herself toward the potion shop. Alyssa would be there.

After her first step, she hesitated. Why? Why did she need to go back to Alyssa? Or rather, why was returning to Alyssa her first thought? For over a week, Kasita had been following the human around everywhere. That wasn’t her normal behavior. Following a human? Again, her thoughts turned to Lexar. It had been a long time since she had been genuinely friendly with a human.

Kasita turned in the opposite direction and started walking. She had no aim or goal. She walked more to prove to herself that she could.

Only to stop again after a few paces. Kasita sat on the dirt road and stared up at the stars. What am I even doing? The stars twinkled in the black of night, bright white lights. Some people, both humans and monsters, used them to help navigate. Same with the rings and the pale moon. Others relied on them for less literal guidance, believing that there were connections between the points of light that held spiritual advice or perhaps even that they could be used to foretell the future. Kasita just stared. She found no meaning in their patterns.

They had been there since before the Monster Lords. They would be there long after Kasita perished. It was enough to make her scoff in disgust. What right did they have to live so long? They couldn’t watch the passage of time. They couldn’t make decisions or interact with anything else.

Even a rock was worth more than a star.

Kasita shook her head. At times like this, she found herself hating everything. The very thought of bothering with doing anything when it would all be nullified in a few years time just made her hate the fact that she had been born in the first place. Why did anyone do anything?

False belief in Tenebrael. Humans and monsters had the same mental flaw and it had a name. Tenebrael. Not even a deity if what Alyssa had said was true. An angel. A monster and nothing more.

Kasita stood again. Her thoughts had come back around to Alyssa, though this time they had a reason. Alyssa continued forward. The human strove toward her goals. But she knew that Tenebrael wasn’t what the doctors of divinity advertised.

What drove her?

            

    
        013.001 A Little R&R - Fear and Self-Loathing

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa blinked her eyes open, not quite understanding how she had wound up in bed. Bed was nice, but not so at the same time. As if she had just awoken from a great nightmare. Clouds covered her vision, making it blurry. It wasn’t anything to be alarmed about. Every morning started like this. As soon as she took a shower, she would be fine. Alyssa rolled onto her right shoulder, trying to reach the phone on her end table to check the time.

As soon as she moved, fire burned through her arm. She bit down on a shout as she tried to grab whatever stabbed into her arm only to find her entire hand covered in a thick gauze. Wiggling the fingers of her left hand didn’t work. The gauze was either too bulky or too stiff. Alyssa lurched forward, using her left elbow to help get her sitting.

This wasn’t her room. Her eyes cleared enough to see the handcrafted wood walls and floors, the large brass door handle, and the scratchy blankets made from actual fur. This was the potion shop. Alyssa squeezed her eyes shut, groaning as she recalled everything that happened. That’s right. The Taker. This wasn’t her bed. This was that stupid world with that stupid angel.

Alyssa hissed as she inspected her shoulder and arm. More gauze and wrappings bound her shoulder tight. Two stiff rods, maybe wood or maybe metal, braced her arm from the shoulder to her elbow, right where the break had been. It didn’t actually hurt much, so long as she didn’t put weight on it anyway. Which was probably a good sign.

The aid had to be from Tzheitza and Oz. This was her potion shop after all. But… were they alright? The assassin!

Swinging her legs out of bed and standing, Alyssa wobbled. Her head swam with a sudden bout of nausea. Squeezing her eyes shut, she braced herself against the wall. It wouldn’t do anyone any good if she passed out again.

As soon as the wave of dizziness passed, she pulled open the door. It was a bit awkward with all the bandages, but the handles were handles, not knobs, making them much easier to use. Alyssa froze one step outside her room.

Bacco sat on the floor, curled up in front of the smoldering fire. Asleep. Much like Alyssa, he had several bandages wrapped around his hands and face. He wasn’t alone in the shop’s back room. Oz leaned against the wall near the door, looking as if he had nodded off while standing. A light bump might send him toppling to the floor.

Alyssa scowled at Bacco. Leaving him to that maniac would have been a monstrous decision. That didn’t mean she wanted him hanging around her. He made his choices. Turning him over to the city guard would be more than he deserved. Though, she supposed that didn’t need to be done at this exact moment. He probably wouldn’t receive proper medical care in a medieval prison; Alyssa didn’t want to see him dead.

Cid on the other hand… Her thoughts turned to a far more sinister tone as she thought about that despicable waste of space. Ugh. Just thinking about him boiled her brain. He was as bad as the Taker. Even leaving poor Bacco in the underground cells. Weren’t they supposed to be friends? One thing was for sure, the next time she saw him… She didn’t know what. Maybe she would even shoot him. If he knew what was good for himself, he would stay far away.

Pushing the thoughts of Cid and Bacco out of her mind, she quietly approached the dozing Oz.

She didn’t make it halfway across the room before Oz’s eyes snapped open. His fingers tensed, reached for his sword, then relaxed all in the span of a second. “You’re a whole lot more trouble than you’re worth,” he said with a sarcastic smile. “I can’t believe I let Tzhei talk me into shadowing you for old time’s sake. Not really supposed to take jobs without the guild’s approval. Don’t make it a habit.”

Alyssa just sighed. “You look alright. I can’t believe I worried for nothing.”

“You worried? About what?”

“Nothing, apparently.” Alyssa winced as she leaned up against the wall next to him. “I thought an assassin was after you.”

“An assassin? No, just… Oh. Ahah! Is that what the kid is supposed to be?”

“Kid?”

“We thought she was just distracting us. Which she did, tossing enchanted daggers from the shadows, but an assassin? Ahahah… Oh, that’s a good joke.”

“It isn’t supposed to be,” Alyssa said with a frown. “The Taker said he sent someone after Tzheitza. An assassin.”

“Feels to me like he had an annoying and untalented protégé that he wanted to get rid of and thought that Tzhei might kill her.”

“But you didn’t?”

“Tzhei… doesn’t like killing kids.” A moment of uncomfortable silence passed before he realized what he had said. “Don’t get me wrong! I don’t like killing kids either. But if one is coming at me with a poisoned blade, I’m not going to feel too bad if I have to run them through.”

The door to the storage room creaked open on its hinges. “Ozheim yer weakarm blithering ninny,” Tzheitza stepped out from the darkened room, slamming the door behind her. She passed right by Bacco, ignoring him completely as he snorted and jerked on the floor at the noise. He didn’t actually wake up. “If yer were stronger, ye could afford some mercy.”

“Yes, well, not all of us can be like your old team. Some of us are just regular humans.”

Grabbing the neck lip of Oz’s scaled vest, Tzheitza pulled him off the wall and right up into her face. “I’m as human as you. Train harder.” She held him there, glaring before releasing him with a light shove. Oz just smiled and brushed himself off, taking the manhandling in stride. Tzheitza didn’t seem to care, already turning her attentions to Alyssa. “What happened?”

Alyssa swallowed under Tzheitza’s glare. She was far too good at it for having only one working eye. Or maybe the milky white of her scarred over eye just added to the effect. Knowing that Tzheitza wouldn’t be happy with what went down only made it worse. “The Taker is… probably still alive.”

The potioneer snorted. “Not surprised. I warned you. I told you not to approach him on your own. Was I not speaking clear enough for you to understand.”

“He said an assassin was after you. I didn’t want to be a distraction. I didn’t know it was some kid. Besides, he had Kasita. I couldn’t just leave her there.”

“It’s a Tenebrael-damned mimic! Who cares?”

“I care!” Alyssa shouted back. “She has feelings, thoughts, and desires just like anyone else. I don’t know why you people can’t see that. Maybe there are some truly monstrous monsters out there. I won’t deny that. But so many more probably just want to live in peace.” Her experience with the monsters of the Waterhole proved that well enough. Enrique and Pho had been more than happy just to leave. Rizk had been more violent, but Alyssa had a hard time blaming her for that considering what she had to have gone through as a slave to the people at the whorehouse.

Tzheitza leaned away from Alyssa as soon as she stopped speaking. The potioneer stared for a moment before flicking her eyes toward Oz. They shared a brief look. One that Alyssa had trouble discerning the meaning of…

It probably wasn’t good. Alyssa clamped her mouth shut, remembering how Aziz had reacted when she mentioned the possibility of befriending or taming monsters. Forbidden. By whom? Not Tenebrael, surely. Alyssa couldn’t imagine a reason why the angel would seek to prevent humans and monsters from interacting. The pharaoh then. Or perhaps not even him but his predecessors. It could easily be a policy that hadn’t been changed in hundreds if not thousands of years.

She wanted to ask if Kasita had returned, given that the mimic truly had been one of her main reasons for not rushing off to find Tzheitza. That and a worry that the Taker would vanish into the night if she had let him get out of sight for long. However, the air didn’t seem right for asking. Besides that, Kasita didn’t like Tzheitza much. The former probably would have avoided the latter rather than announce her presence. If Kasita was around, she would undoubtedly show herself the moment it was inconvenient for Alyssa.

“I almost had him,” Alyssa said through grit teeth, changing the subject away from monsters. “I’m so stupid. All I needed to do was to shoot him before fixing my shoulder. He was trapped, unable to move. But I panicked and rendered both my hands useless before finishing him off.”

Tzheitza snapped her eyes back to Alyssa. Or… to Alyssa’s shoulder. “Ye call that rottymix fixed?”

“Blood was gushing from the wound. I had to do something.” She winced just remembering how soaked her shirt had been. Really, it was a surprise that she hadn’t passed out and died then and there. Now that she thought about it, her shirt was gone. Tzheitza must have dressed her, given that she was wearing one of the tunics from this world rather than her modern clothes. Thinking about it gave her a bout of depression. Her supply of modern clothes was limited in number and that shirt was almost certainly ruined beyond use. Sewing up the holes might be possible, but blood didn’t come out of things that easily. Alyssa winced as she remembered what she had done to stop the bleeding. The cloth on the shoulder would be scorched beyond any sewing kit’s ability to repair.

“How bad is it?” Alyssa asked, looking down at her right arm. Flexing her fingers didn’t cause any pain and there wasn’t any discoloration in her skin. Burning major arteries and veins in her shoulder could have stopped blood flow to the point where she would have needed an amputation even in the modern world. “I didn’t even consider the damage I could do when I burned my shoulder.”

Oz jerked. “You burned it?”

“Of course! I was bleeding uncontrollably and couldn’t think of a better way to stop it than cauterization.”

“Cauter… What?”

Alyssa blinked, glancing between a confused Oz and an equally confused Tzheitza. “Right. Of course. You people can’t even light fires without magic. I shouldn’t expect you people to know medical techniques that came about during the middle ages.” She shook her head. Some things in this world seemed so advanced thanks to magic, but then things like this would pop up. “How do you stop bleeding if you get cut?”

“Bandages.”

“Potions.”

“What if it is too deep, too large for bandages or you don’t have any? And what if you have no potions? It’s bleeding too much for you to run and get help, but there’s a big fire nearby. Fire burns closed the wound and stops the bleeding.”

“You… what, grabbed a burning log and put it against your shoulder?”

Alyssa shifted, frowning. “Well, no. I lit my hand on fire and pressed it into the wound.”

“Of all the haberin whooperups…”

Tzheitza continued on, spouting several other words that Alyssa didn’t even bother trying to comprehend. Her exasperation came off clear enough in her body language and tone that words were unnecessary. Still, Alyssa didn’t think that she had done anything wrong. She had been bleeding out and hadn’t been able to think up a better way of stopping it. Even now, not panicked and not stressed out, she couldn’t come up with a better solution given the resources she had at hand back then.

Barring the whole plan to let Tzheitza and Oz into the tunnel so they all could deal with the Taker part. In retrospect, Kasita might have been better off had Alyssa not gone down to deal with it herself. But that hadn’t been her fault. Irulon’s instructions had specifically said that nothing that happened during Infinite Regress would affect the real world. But they had. Desecrate Spells clearly had a bad interaction. Had Irulon known that? The latter spell wasn’t one that she had written down, it had been part of Bercilak’s deck of cards, but Irulon had been the one to help her go through and figure out what some of those spells had been, surely she had seen it.

Had been. They were gone now. There probably hadn’t been too many useful ones left in that deck, but it still rankled that she had left them behind.

“So the Taker is still alive.” Oz went back to leaning against the wall. “I can’t imagine he’ll be happy with how you managed to escape.”

Alyssa couldn’t help but scoff. “I think he’ll be more angry about his hands. Rigor Mortis broke all his fingers before I left. And his jaw, for that matter. Hopefully more than that.” With his hands out of commission, Alyssa was hoping that he wouldn’t be able to act anytime soon. Maybe he would even think that she wasn’t worth the effort anymore… though that might be a bit much to hope for. Unless… Alyssa turned to Tzheitza. “How likely is he to have access to that healing potion you used?”

Hesitating, Tzheitza furrowed her brow in thought. “The reagents required to make it can only be found south of the Fortress of Pandora. However, Waters Street almost certainly has a potioneer capable of making the potion. I don’t doubt that they have fingers lifting supplies from merchants or other cargo shipments. That is if they don’t have a way of sourcing the needed materials on their own.”

“The answer sounds like a definite maybe then,” Alyssa grumbled. Back on Earth, if someone got even half as injured as the Taker, they would have been sitting around with both their hands in casts for months. And that wasn’t even accounting for the lacerations that Desecrate Spells had inflicted on him. Was it too much to ask that he die of an infection?

Really, shouldn’t her body be a walking pestilence? When Europeans had first visited the Americas, hadn’t they brought with them a bunch of diseases? It hadn’t been on purpose, at least not initially, there were just diseases that the Europeans had built up resistances to that the natives hadn’t ever been exposed to beforehand. Even if Alyssa wasn’t sick, she should still be carrying diseases from a whole different world.

But that was for the best. As much as she wanted the Taker to die of the common cold, being the cause for a planet-wide genocide seemed like something that would weigh on her conscience.

“You know what you need?” Oz said. When Alyssa didn’t respond save for a glance in his direction, he smiled. “A sabbatical!”

“What.”

“A sabbatical!”

“I heard you the first time,” Alyssa said. He opened his mouth, but Alyssa cut him off. “And before you define the word, I know what a sabbatical is.”

His smile slid off and he looked at her in a far more serious manner. “You need to get out of the city. I can’t believe you walked up to the Taker and survived, but it was mostly luck, wasn’t it?”

Yeah, bad luck. But she didn’t say anything out loud, merely nodding her head. The Infinite Regress attempts were plenty clear that she could have died at any moment.

“What you need is to get away from the city for a while, let the Taker get distracted with something else. While gone, you could train up a bit. Learn from some more experienced mercenaries just what to expect from fighting. And wow, what a coincidence! There just happens to be an excursion through the northern desert that has room for one more!”

“I’m not going to help you kill fairies. Even if I wanted to, all my spells are gone. And my guns…” Alyssa reached back only to hesitate. “Where are my guns?”

“Yer weapons are back in yer room.”

Alyssa didn’t wait, moving right back to the room she had come from. Throwing open the door, it didn’t take long to find the guns. Both her pistols were still in their holsters, which had been unbuckled and set down at the base of the bed. She reached out her bandaged hand to her shotgun, right in between the two pistols.

A gash the size of her finger bit into the barrel, nearly taking off a half foot of the end. As it was, what was still attached was bent off to one side. The pump underneath seemed untouched, but the grip extended past the gash. Even if she broke it off and tried to use it as a sawed-off shotgun, the shot could still damage the pump.

She stared, wobbling as a wave of nausea hit her. It broke. Her best defense, her best weapon broke. She had three pistols still, but they wouldn’t stop a troll.

“Can it be repaired?”

Alyssa jumped at Oz’s voice, but shook her head without turning. “Not by me. Not by anyone else I know of either.” Perhaps it wasn’t wholly lost. Firing it as it was would only damage it further, but a shotgun was fairly simple. It didn’t need a rifled barrel. Just a metal tube that could withstand the forces of firing the gun. The real question was how good the blacksmiths were here.

And how much it would cost to commission a tube.

Regardless, it was worthless right now.

“It probably saved my life,” she said, moving her hand up to her shoulder. If the Taker’s sword hadn’t caught on the shotgun, her head could have come off. Or the sword would have just gone deeper into her chest. Glancing over at Oz, she wondered how much his leather scaled armor would protect from a sword. Perhaps getting some proper gear wouldn’t be a bad idea.

Though how much would that cost?

“Regardless, Oz, I can’t draw spells with my hands as they are. Nor can I shoot anything. I’d be dead weight.”

“Yer gonna mend fastlike,” Tzheitza said from behind her. “Scar a little. Serket venom can be used for burns such as yers. Plenty o’ serket up in the northern desert.”

“Burns? But what about the gaping hole in my shoulder?” It was covered in thick wrappings. Alyssa couldn’t see it at all. The lack of pain was suspect however.

Tzheitza just scoffed. “Our guests need feeding,” she said, turning and leaving the room.

Oz stayed behind, offering a small smile. “She used three drops of her healing potion. I think she’s a bit embarrassed about it.” He flashed a grin, but frowned a moment after. “Don’t tell her I told you. She’d probably kill me.” Shaking his head, he stepped toward the door. “Think about coming with us. You survived an encounter with the Taker, alone, and it sounds like you did more damage than he did. The others will be impressed with that. We’ll give you time to make some spells and you’ll be with a proper group this time. We’ll make sure you don’t get too hurt.”

With a hardy wave, Oz slipped out of the room, closing the door behind him, leaving Alyssa standing frozen where she was.

Tzheitza had been in so much pain the other night yet only used her healing potion on her broken bones to ensure that she could walk. She had been cut up and in pain after, but just bore with it. Yet she used some of that potion on Alyssa?

Alyssa slumped down on the bed. Terrible feelings welled up within her. If only she would have gone back to grab even one of them, the Taker would be dead, her shotgun would be whole, and she would have been uninjured.

What a piece of garbage.

            

    
        013.002 A Little R&R - Assassin's Greed

    
    
    
    
                When she had been told that the assassin was nothing more than a kid, Alyssa had thought it was some kind of exaggeration. A euphemism for the assassin being inexperienced or something similar. But this…

“How old is she? Twelve?”

The assassin, tied and bound to a chair, refused another spoonful of stew. Her face was round, looking just like most children, but her height and build might as well have been stolen from a tantrum-throwing pre-teen. Her mannerisms as well. The way she turned her head to avoid the spoon, she looked just like a petulant child who wanted ice cream instead of vegetables. Except for her eyes. As soon as Alyssa spoke, the assassin glared.

Never before had Alyssa physically stumbled back at nothing but a glance from a child.

“I’m six—”

Sixteen, Alyssa assumed. She had to assume. The assassin didn’t get a chance to finish speaking before Tzheitza used the opportunity to shove the spoon into her mouth.

“Eat,” Tzheitza said.

“Better do what she says.” Oz stood against the door, the very picture of relaxed… on the first glance. Actually looking at him for an extra moment told a different story. His hand rested on the grip of a smaller dagger. The smile he had on wasn’t nearly as natural as it was supposed to be either, barely reaching above his lips. His eyes were almost as cold and hard as the assassin’s. “You can’t try escaping if you’re weak from a lack of food.”

The assassin didn’t listen, spitting out the food, getting the black scales of her bodysuit dirty in the process. “How dare you. Do you know who I am?”

“Haberin kids don’t know nothing,” Tzheitza mumbled to herself. She dropped the spoon back into the bowl, stood fast enough to tip over the chair, practically shoved Oz out of the way, and slammed the door behind her as she left the small storage room.

“Aw, now you’ve made her mad.” Oz shook his head as he walked closer. With that same smile, he righted the chair and spun it around so that its back faced the tied up assassin. He plopped down, letting his arms dangle over the back. “But now you’ve only got me to watch you.”

The assassin leaned forward, as much as she could given the translucent magical bindings, with a vicious grin that didn’t suit her face in the slightest. “I am Octavia! Apprentice to the most feared killer in Lyria. Do your worst.”

Is that really something to be proud of? Alyssa thought, raising an eyebrow. She could understand being apprenticed to some skilled monster hunter given that they had a profession needed for the humans of this world. It might be prestigious to be learning under a knight of the kingdom or even a well renowned mercenary. But how could someone say that they were proud of being a subordinate to a killer with a straight face.

“The most feared killer?” Oz said, voice carefully neutral. “Remind me again who that would be?”

Octavia’s smile slipped. “What? What do you mean?”

“The most feared killer. You’re talking about the Crusher? Or maybe the Writer? Or just the Black Prince?”

Those couldn’t all be real people. Could they? Alyssa frowned as she watched Oz… do whatever he was doing. She wasn’t quite sure why he was taunting the assassin. But still, did everyone in this world have some kind of title that they went by?

“Stop screwing with me. I know you were after the Taker. He told me so himself.”

Oz burst out with a blast of laughter. “The Taker?” he said, stifling another outburst. It sounded forced to Alyssa, but Octavia leaned back in her chair with wide eyes. “You think the Taker is the scariest guy in Lyria?” He shook his head with a half-chuckle and shoved his thumb in Alyssa’s direction. “You recognize her, right?”

Alyssa met Octavia’s violet eyes for just an instant before the latter flicked her gaze back to Oz as he continued talking.

“Yeah. I know you know her. Because you didn’t attack us until she went into that house. Surely you don’t think the Taker just let her leave? Yet here she is with just a few minor injuries that will be healed by morning,” Oz said, to which Alyssa could only think, If only that were true. “The same cannot be said for your beloved Taker.”

“You’re lying.” She snarled, jerking her chair forward as she fought against the restraints.

But Oz just shook his head. “Not at all. How else can you explain her presence? She didn’t even run away from the Taker. She let him live. Look at her.” He turned in his seat to stare along with the assassin. “Lax stance. Soft eyes. No weapons. No armor. No other equipment. All the wrong muscles trained… I doubt she’s been in more than one serious fight in her entire life.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together, shifting under their scrutiny. Oz was clearly trying to do something, so she didn’t open her mouth. But she didn’t like the way they looked her over. When they were away from the assassin, she just might give him a punch to show which muscles she had trained. Though maybe not with all the bandages still on. They were the big reason why she hadn’t reequipped her pistols.

Octavia turned, huffing. If her arms weren’t bound, she probably would have crossed them. “She’s an arcanist. They don’t need muscles. Just cards.”

“Oh? Are you saying the Taker would lose to arcanists?”

“What!”

“Pretty big weakness for the most feared killer in all of Lyria.”

“No! The Taker is the strongest! He crushes arcanists like the rats they are.”

“You sound like you’re confusing him with the Crusher.”

Letting out guttural growling from the back of her throat, Octavia ground her teeth together.

“So let’s go over what we’ve learned. The Taker is a weak coward who needed mercy from untrained idiots even when he had the upper hand. And he is a terrible teacher.” Oz chuckled again. “I mean, even a baby would have accidentally put a scratch on me or Tzheitza while waving around as many knives as you had. Were you trying to avoid hurting us?”

Octavia thrashed back and forth, but the bindings holding her down were too strong to release her. “Let me go and I’ll show you hurting!”

“Oh! Scary,” Oz said, glancing over his shoulder to glance at Alyssa before turning back to Octavia. “Well, I don’t know about you, but I am famished. Good thing there is a nice big bowl of stew in the other room.” He stood, stretched just enough to make it look like he was taunting her inability to move. “We’ll check up on you later.”

Alyssa stayed where she was, expecting him to go grab food and eat it in front of her. That seemed like it would fit in with his other tauntings. But he nodded his head toward the door while looking at Alyssa. Just a slight tilt of his head. Enough for her to catch his meaning. With one last look at the glaring Octavia, Alyssa followed him out.

As soon as the door shut behind them, she slammed her elbow into his stomach. He let out a slight oof, grunting as he bent forward.

“Untrained idiot?”

He coughed, but righted himself with a smile. It wasn’t much of a surprise that he got up. Between his armor providing padding, what were probably fairly impressive abs underneath, and Alyssa not really intending to break his ribs, the initial oof might have been more humoring her than from any actual pain. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

“As long as you—”

“I’ve insulted idiots everywhere. Not even the greatest fool in the city would have walked into the Taker’s arms willingly. Sorry idiots.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together. She wanted to refute that, but… she couldn’t. Of all the foolish things she had done in her life, following the Taker down to those cells had definitely been the biggest mistake. Her confidence in her weapons and in the spells that Irulon had provided, going up against a regular human of this world had clearly been overstated. Her experience with Svotty and the whorehouse guards had colored her perception of this world too much.

Really, she should be thanking her lucky stars that she managed to escape with such relatively minor injuries.

Instead of commenting on the mistakes that she already acknowledged, she shifted the topic back to their captive assassin. “What were you even trying to do there? I thought you were interrogating her, but you didn’t even ask a question.”

“I said I don’t like killing children, but I will if I have to. You saw how she was. It would be best if her… strong personality could be tempered a bit. Mostly, I just wanted to get her thinking about you and the Taker. Based on our short conversation, you surviving the Taker doesn’t fit within her view of the world, yet you obviously did. I hope that knocks him off the pedestal she has put him on. At least a little.” Oz shrugged and smiled. “But who knows. Might be best to kill her before she becomes a real problem.”

“That’s…” If Octavia grew up to be even a fraction of what the Taker was, she wasn’t sure that she could honestly disagree with the notion. She was a kid now, but that short conversation had felt so warped. So disconnected with reality. Or maybe that was just the reality of this world. Monsters attacked regularly, there was apparently a periodic war with a neighboring nation, and a half-dozen humans killed themselves annually just to prove that Tenebrael existed. It led the people to violence, making things like Octavia a less noteworthy occasion.

Back on Earth, a child being that psychotically deranged, just callously talking about hurting and killing people as well as idolizing a known murderer would have seen them sent to therapy right away. Somehow, Alyssa doubted that there were many therapists here.

Oz started walking further into the main room. Tzheitza sat just in front of the fireplace, staring into it without acknowledging their presence. Whatever occupied her thoughts was far more important than her guests milling about. Bacco still slept on the floor as he had been in the two hours since Alyssa awoke. Just seeing him again made her click her tongue in annoyance. He could finish his nap as thanks for helping walk her out of the basement, but that was it. As soon as he woke up, she wanted him gone.

Putting a hand on Oz’s elbow made him pause before he got fully within the fire’s light. “Should she even be kept here?”

“Tzhei does have magical protections set up around the shop. Even if she escapes her bindings, she won’t be able to break out of the room. Don’t worry about her coming after you.”

“No, not that. Isn’t this like false imprisonment?”

Oz looked to her with a puzzled expression. “Not sure what you mean. She’s actually imprisoned in that room unless Tzheitza’s spells have worn off. Let’s ask her to double check them all.”

He reached out to tap the still potioneer on the shoulder, but paused when Alyssa groaned. “No. I mean, shouldn’t we hand her over to the state? The city guard or whatever? Don’t they have proper facilities for handling violent criminals? What I’m asking, is it really our job to keep some assassin locked up? Even a bad one? What are you even going to do with her in the long-term?”

“Ah. I see what you’re thinking.” He turned to fully angle his body toward Alyssa, but looked toward the closed door of Octavia’s makeshift cell. “We could turn her over. Maybe it would be for the best. But one of two things would happen. Neither ideal. The best option would be that she continues to spout her nonsense about being the Taker’s apprentice. Even if the city is truly as corrupt as Princess Irulon implied to you, they couldn’t just release her without officially condoning the Taker’s actions. She would most likely be exiled to the lands south of Pandora. An effective death sentence for someone almost as foolish as you.”

Again, Alyssa pressed her lips together, but she still didn’t interrupt, waiting for Oz to continue with the other option.

“If she was smart, which I doubt, she would keep her mouth shut. The city guard would probably release her because, let’s be honest, she’s a kid. Then she goes back to the Taker and maybe tries to kill us again. Maybe the Taker just kills her then and there. It’s clear to me that he didn’t want her around anymore, otherwise he wouldn’t have sent someone so unskilled after Tzhei. Her lack of skill is probably why he was getting rid of her in the first place. Whatever the case, it isn’t a desirable option.”

“So what is then? Just keep her here forever?”

“Obviously not. We’ll take her to the guild. As bounty hunting falls under our purview, we have long-term… residences. If she changes her tune, someone might pick her up as a proper apprentice. Assuming she can display the slightest modicum of talent.”

“She won’t,” Tzheitza said, still staring at the flames. “Tommik wouldn’t have gotten rid of her so easily if the lass had any capability.”

“Tommik?”

Oz chuckled. “You didn’t think his mama named him ‘The Taker’ now, did you?”

“Well, no… but how—” Right. She had forgotten. Or perhaps it had just slipped her mind. Tzheitza knew the Taker. He had been in the guild before… “What happened—” Alyssa cut herself off before she could ask how he turned into what he was now. Oz waved his hand behind Tzheitza’s back, shaking his head as he pressed a finger to his lips.

“Ozheim, yer efforts at sparing my feelings are far from subtle.” Tzheitza stood, turning to him just enough to glare with her one eye. “It’s funny how ye think I’m bothered. Ye know I’m nothing like the others. I don’t need yer pity.”

“It’s not pity…” Oz shifted, glancing around the room at anything but Tzheitza. Even when she had been about to toss a potion orb at them, he hadn’t looked the slightest bit nervous. But now, he actually looked like he was sweating.

All Tzheitza was doing was staring. Not even a hard stare; she blinked at a regular rate. Alyssa would classify her speech as normal too, rather than the unintelligible nonsense she spouted when agitated. Though maybe that was more her fault and less that she was completely calm. It hadn’t been long since she had made the quip about Alyssa failing to understand her.

There was a distinct difference between failing to understand the potionspeak and disregarding the advice Tzheitza had given. That particular incident had definitely been on the latter side, which Alyssa fully admitted; however, she wouldn’t say it out loud. Not if it meant that Tzheitza would go back to her usual speech patterns.

“I just know what happened to your old team. It isn’t really the most… pleasant of tales.”

Tzheitza turned away, clenching her fists. “It isn’t a tale. And ye don’t have a haberin clue what happened, Ozheim. You weren’t there.” She looked back, opened her mouth as if to say something else, but snapped her jaw shut as she thought better of it. Without another word, she stalked off toward her room.

The slammed door made enough noise that Bacco jerked and snorted. He woke with a clipped cry of… pain? Whatever the noise had been, it stopped as soon as he rolled back away from the fire. He blinked in confusion a few times, looking around with bleary eyes, first at the fire then Oz before he finally settled on Alyssa. After two more blinks, he flinched back. “I’m sorry.”

Alyssa groaned, narrowing her eyes. “What did you do now?”

“N-Nothing. I swear.”

“Then don’t apologize. Just…” She ground her teeth together, thinking back to the Waterhole. “Leave. You’ve had your nap. Tzheitza has wasted some bandages on you. You don’t need to be here anymore. Looking at you infuriates me.”

“Oh?” Oz said. “The way you two came out of that house holding onto each other made me think you were closer than you are. Or is this the Tzhei thing where she acts all mean but actually loves me deep down. Really deep down. Deep deep—”

“Love him?” Alyssa laughed. An obviously forced laugh, but it got the point across. She hadn’t really been in a state of mind to properly explain things the night before—she couldn’t actually remember going to bed or even whether she met Tzheitza and Oz on the streets or all the way back at the potion shop—so there might have been some wrong impressions. Impressions she would be correcting with prejudice. “Allow me to introduce you to Bacco of the Waters Street gang. Scum. Generally loathsome person. And, oh yes, one of those idiots who tried to sell me to the Waterhole in the first place, starting this whole mess.”

“Ah. So not a Tzheitza situation.”

“Not. At. All.” She looked back to the overly large man on the floor of the potion shop’s back room. “Do not think we’re friends. I let you out solely because the Taker is more monstrous than any actual monster I’ve encountered.”

“B-But the Taker… He is still alive?”

With a half nod, Alyssa opened her mouth to respond.

Her own voice spoke first from behind her back. “I tried to finish him off. I failed.”

Alyssa spun around. “Kasita?” she said before she had finished, though what she saw made her pause. She stared at herself standing in the open doorway between the main shop floor and the back rooms. There weren’t any bandages around her mirror’s arms, but something was wrong with it. More than just the natural unnatural feeling that came with looking at Kasita when she was appearing as Alyssa.

It was the face. Kasita normally looked just like a human. Her normal form was far too beautiful to be real, but one would only notice on a lengthy inspection. When she had appeared as Alyssa, there had been the strange effect of looking into a mirror, but it was otherwise nearly flawless. Right now, her face looked as if it were made of Play-Doh. It was a blob that someone had used their fingers to draw Alyssa’s face with. They were a good sculptor, but there was a drastic difference between using fingers and using actual sculpting tools.

Looking below her neck sent prickles of fear down Alyssa’s back. Kasita had her own body. Voluptuous breasts, petite waist, and her scandalous dress barely covering her alabaster skin. But it wasn’t perfect. The tan of Alyssa’s fairly dark skin merged messily with the lighter skin exposed above her breasts. Continuing the Play-Doh analogy, a child had taken two colors and started mixing them together only to give up halfway, leaving it only partially merged. One arm was clearly a man’s arm. Maybe even Oz’s arm.

“Kasita, are you—” Alyssa flinched back as she stared into the Taker’s dark eyes. Purely on instinct, she tried to grab at her pistol with her broken arm. Which didn’t work for several reasons, the least of which was the lack of her holsters at her sides. But before she could properly freak out at the Taker’s face, it shifted again. Brown hair turned red as the jaw squared off.

Oz stood in front of her. With breasts.

To her side, the real Oz had his sword drawn, though he wasn’t attacking. She hadn’t even noticed when he had moved.

“I seem to be having difficulty maintaining my form. I didn’t even notice myself until I ran into someone on the street. He started screaming and ran off, ufu~. Sadly, I couldn’t enjoy the situation as I had decided to hide instead.”

“Are you… alright?”

“I’m not in physical pain, if that is what you are asking.” As she spoke, both her face and her body shifted into some kind of monster. One Alyssa had never seen before. It had a single eye occupying most of its face and razor sharp teeth split into a wide grin. Black oil dripped down from where her hair should have been, coating her face in streaks while maintaining volume as hair in the back. “Though I do believe I felt some earlier,” she continued without pause despite the changes. “Mentally, I admit some distress. The thought that I can’t hide if I need to—” Her head turned into a Play-Doh version of her usual appearance, but her body didn’t stay normal, turning into a translucent version of a man’s body. This time, she noticed, scowling as she looked down at herself. “I can’t even go outside.”

“I’m sorry. This… This is all my fault. I shouldn’t have asked you to go in my place. And then that spell. It didn’t do what I thought it did… I’ll fix this. How, I’m not sure yet.” Maybe Tenebrael… but that could be forever away. It probably said something about Religions on Earth that, despite knowing angels existed, she couldn’t get a single one to come answer her prayers. Or demands, as the case was. Apart from Tenebrael, there was only one person that Alyssa knew of that might understand what had happened enough to fix things. “You can’t leave. Which means she has to come here.”

            

    
        013.003 A Little R&R - A Friend with Needs

    
    
    
    
                Irulon glanced up from her notebooks the second Alyssa popped her head into the Observatorium’s library. Her violet eyes flicked from Alyssa’s face to her shoulder then down to her hand. Each jump served to deepen the princess’ frown. It was the first time since meeting the princess that she hadn’t put on her smiling mask.

But Alyssa continued toward her anyway. She owed it to Kasita to at least ask for help.

“Alternate Visage,” Irulon mumbled as soon as Alyssa entered into the gap between her and the rest of the students. As soon as the shimmering bubble of a spell encircled them, she continued on without even giving Alyssa a chance to speak. “I see my efforts have gone to waste. I gave you all the tools you needed to succeed and yet the Taker still lives and you have come crawling back to beg me for more help. Giving charity is not a habit of mine, Alyssa.”

The conversation was already heading in a bad direction and Alyssa hadn’t even said a word yet. She still wasn’t speaking, not sure how to react. While she had expected complaints on how she had handled the situation similar to what she got from Oz and Tzheitza, this… What was Irulon even mad about? She hadn’t been the one getting torn apart over and over again before being torn apart in real life. All she had done was scrawl out a few lines on some papers.

Of course, Alyssa didn’t say that out loud. It would be a surefire way to ensure that she never received help again.

Instead, Alyssa had to ask. “How can you know all that? Have you been having me followed?”

“Your face is riddled with worry. Not the triumphant confidence one returning from victory would have. More, you failed to dress up. Even the first time you came here when you were practically shaking from being nervous, you tried to make yourself look wealthier than you actually are. In your haste, you forgot completely. You didn’t even stop to look around the room, failing to notice the two administrators present today, both of whom are watching us closely.” Irulon waved a vague gesture over her shoulder, making Alyssa look up.

She just about jumped back as she noticed two older gentlemen staring right at her. Most people in the library were her age. Give or take five years. These two were clearly much older, having white hair and beards as well as extensive wrinkles lining their faces. Alyssa shuddered at their gazes. She didn’t like being watched, especially not so intensely. Only remembering that the spell Irulon had used kept them from seeing the real her let her calm slightly. She almost asked how Irulon had known they were staring without looking back only to realize that it probably wasn’t that hard to guess. Irulon had apparently threatened the administrators to allow her access to the library. It was only natural they would be curious about her.

“On top of all that,” Irulon continued, “you are injured. While I do commend you for surviving a physical encounter with the Taker, given his reputation, you should never have gotten close enough to him to be hurt in the first place. You clearly squandered my spells.”

“Yes, well, if the spells acted as I thought they should, everything would have been fine. How was I supposed to know that Infinite Regress and Desecrate Spells interacted poorly with each other.”

Irulon looked up to where Alyssa stood, actually meeting her eyes as she tilted her head to the side. “What do you mean?”

Alyssa didn’t respond right away, somewhat shocked that Irulon didn’t know something. In fact, that might just be the first real question she had ever asked in all their meetings. “I don’t know,” she said eventually, slumping down into the seat opposite from Irulon. “I was under the effects of Empty Mirror, I used Infinite Regress outside the room the Taker was in.”

It only took a few minutes to explain everything that went down during her confrontation with the Taker. For most of the talk, Irulon sat there nodding her head as if she had expected every word of it. It wasn’t until she got to the Desecrate Spells part that Irulon started frowning again. This time, her frown wasn’t directed at Alyssa. She was doing more of the furrowing her brows in thought sort of thing rather than getting angry over something. At one point, she pulled over one of her notebooks and started scribbling in it, all without breaking eye contact.

“And then we left. The Taker couldn’t move, but Kasita accidentally freed him before more than his arms could break. He did lose an eye in the process, apparently. So that’s nice, I guess.”

Irulon didn’t say anything right away, continuing to write in her notebook. As soon as she finished, she nodded her head. “First, I can think of at least twenty ways you could have killed the Taker even after burning yourself. And that’s just off the top of my head. Second, none of that should have happened. Fractal magic toys with the world. And other worlds. Infinite Regress effectively copies reality, allowing you to play with anything you wish as you would a doll, affecting the true world as much as a doll might. Nothing you could do should have done anything to the outside world.”

“Yeah. But it did.” The more she played with it, the less she thought she liked magic. It was too unreliable. When she pulled the trigger on her gun, it sent a slug of metal hurtling away from her at twice the speed of sound. When she cast a spell, she couldn’t quite be sure what she would get. Maybe that was the fault of her own ignorance, but then there was the fact that magic didn’t seem to work right around her either. Tenebrael had been shocked that Spectral Chains had been able to touch the pair of angels. Nothing Iosefael had tried to do to her had worked. Even Tenebrael had said that a large number of spells simply failed on her.

Maybe it wasn’t magic that was the problem. Maybe it was just her.

“Anyway, I didn’t come here because of the Taker. Though if you have a concrete plan for killing him, I’m all ears. But I came here because of that mimic I mentioned.”

“The one you rescued from the whorehouse.”

“Yes, I…” Alyssa blinked, searching her memories. “Did I tell you that?”

Irulon shrugged and waved her hand. “You were saying?”

“She was in the area when I used Desecrate Spells. And now she’s… unable to maintain her form. Her body keeps twisting into amalgamations of… whatever. My face with Tzheitza’s hair and giant boobs or worse, my face with a man’s body. And the faces are all messed up too. Like I can tell when it’s supposed to be me, but it looks like she built it out of Play—er, wet clay.”

“Ah ha. Truly?”

“It’s not funny,” Alyssa said with a frown. Seeing Irulon smile and laugh at the situation gave her a little hope that she might at least take a look. This was the first thing she had smiled at. With a real smile, anyway. Her usual fake smile didn’t count. “It’s eerie enough looking at her when she’s normal, but now it’s like a horror movie come to life.”

“A what?”

“It’s like a play. Theater. Never mind.”

With another shrug, Irulon slid one of her notebooks to the side and pulled over another one. She started flipping to an already written page, eyes flicking across the words. After a moment of reading, she pushed it away and pulled over another book. “Interesting. I hadn’t thought that Desecrate Spells would work on non-active magical effects. Then again, I suppose a mimic would have their magic constantly active. Still, spells like that don’t normally work on monsters’ natural abilities.”

“Yeah, well, magic doesn’t seem to work normally around me, so that’s par for the course. My real question: Can it be fixed?”

“Desecrate Spells should strip magic in the area. Once there is no more magic for it to feed on, it dies off and spells can be cast normally once again. Without further analysis, I can only guess that the mimic, being a magical creature, is constantly feeding the spell, keeping it active. Killing it would stop magic generation. I assume you wish to rectify the issue without destroying your efforts to save it in the first place.”

“If you mean that I don’t want to kill her, then yes.”

Irulon flipped her drawing notebook to a blank page and picked up her pen. “Try this…”

“Wait. Is this another spell that you want me to cast? Right after I said that magic tends to go strange around me? On someone who I don’t want to kill?” Alyssa closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I know you’re probably extremely busy, but I would feel much safer if you would cast it. Or someone you trust. Maybe after examining Kasita just to make sure your theory is correct…” She trailed off, shrinking in on herself. Taking the spell before complaining would have been a much wiser course of action. Now…

Now Irulon’s eyes had changed again. They were black as the night, the only whites being the two concentric rings where the edges of her irises used to be.

Just like last time, her eyes turned back to the normal violet before Alyssa could so much as blink. But all amusement on her face had vanished.

“No,” she said, simple as that. “I’ve humored you so far because you are something of a quandary. A curiosity that might potentially be useful. I can’t figure out what you are. You’re obviously not human, but I believe that you believe that you aren’t from the Underworld either. However, the intrigue you bring is not infinite. These problems you bring me are despairingly mundane, even if they have interesting backstories. Perhaps you could be of use to me one day, but the more I interact with you, the further off that day seems to be. You are correct in assuming that I am busy. Human lifespans are not so extensive that I can waste my time away from my research.”

This again, Alyssa thought. It took a force of will to keep from rolling her eyes. She didn’t know why Irulon thought she wasn’t a human, but apparently her protests last time hadn’t been thorough enough. And all that research? Why? For what? Did she never leave this library? That couldn’t be healthy. Aside from that, however, she could see what Irulon was talking about.

So far, every time Alyssa had shown up at the Observatorium and met with Irulon, she had a problem. And every single time, she had expected Irulon to have a solution handy. While convenient, that wasn’t any way to treat another person. What did she actually know about Irulon? She was a princess. She was good at magic. Her eyes turned scary every once in a while. That… was it. Alyssa had known more about her old coworkers on the first day of the job than she knew about Irulon.

In fact, what did she know about anyone on this world? Oz was a mercenary, but surely there was more to him than money. He had some kind of history with Tzheitza, having left her behind in a tomb. Tzheitza used to be a top tier mercenary, but something bad had happened to her team involving the Taker. That was literally everything she knew about the two of them. Kasita… did she know anything at all about Kasita?

Alyssa had wound up encountering extremely useful people since entering the city, but had been so focused on their usefulness that she barely saw them as people.

Then again, what did any of them know about her? She had hardly told anyone a single thing about herself. What she had told were half-lies or things people wouldn’t understand. Such as her being from America. Her being cagey had been for reasons that always seemed good at the time. She still didn’t think telling people about Tenebrael would be a good idea. Or that she came from another world. But Irulon at least clearly suspected something along those lines already.

“I’m sorry,” Alyssa said, tone solemn. “I’ve been treating you like a tool rather than a person. I don’t suppose…” A part of her just wanted to close her eyes and take a breath. It was the best way she had found to recenter herself. But she wanted to come off as sincere. She wanted to be sincere. Rather than close her eyes, she looked straight at Irulon’s, holding the eye contact. “I still need to fix Kasita. It’s my fault she wound up like she is. I would appreciate any assistance you could offer. However, I would like to… not use you. Let’s be friends?”

“Friends.”

“Yeah.” Alyssa rubbed the back of her head. The way Irulon said the word wasn’t encouraging. Did she have any friends? Any at all? Given her status as a princess, most people in her life were probably a station below her. The only ones above would be her brothers and parents. “Friends help each other out. I won’t lie and say that my motivations are wholly selfless. I need help. But don’t think it will be a one-way street. As soon as I get my phone back, I’m sure there will be plenty of things I can offer you. But friendship is more than just a mutually useful relationship. Friends have fun together, hang out, share—”

“Are you deliberately trying to be insulting? Or does it come naturally?”

Crossing her arms, Alyssa scowled. More at herself than at Irulon. She was already messing this up. “I don’t have many friends. I mean, I don’t have any here, but even back home, I mostly made acquaintances and never went beyond that stage.”

Irulon’s eyes lit up. Not literally. They were the same violet that they normally were. But she leaned forward with a smile. “Friends also tell each other information about themselves. Information such as where you are from.”

“That’s… I’m from America.”

“A word without meaning to those who don’t know it. Try again.”

“I don’t know…” It figured that Irulon would be far less accepting of the answer than anyone else she had given it to. Being a princess, she was probably far more learned about the nations and geography of the world. But Alyssa was still not willing to bring Tenebrael into the conversation. Still, she wanted to give Irulon something. An olive branch, even if it was a small one. “Let me put it this way: When I looked up at night, the stars overhead were different than they are here. Different patterns. Different arrangements. Maybe entirely different stars altogether. The moon glowed a brilliant white with dark craters rather than the uniform pasty grey that’s over this place. I’ve never seen rings in the sky before a few weeks ago.”

Irulon stared, keeping her expression blank. She didn’t move. Her eyes stayed locked on Alyssa. Her fingers didn’t twitch. As far as Alyssa could tell, she wasn’t even breathing. But, before Alyssa could look around to see if Tenebrael had shown up and stopped time, the spell broke. Irulon turned to her notebooks. She snapped one closed. Then another. Then a third.

“Anything else I could tell you would just be more out of context names,” Alyssa said, growing desperate. “America is a country that borders Canada and Mexico. They—”

“Enough.” A card appeared in Irulon’s hand. It hadn’t come from her tome and she didn’t wear sleeves, but Alyssa hadn’t been paying much attention. She mumbled something. The books stacked up on the table vanished with the sound of shattering glass. “You cannot tell me where you are from because you don’t know where you are from in relation to here. I understand.”

Alyssa flinched as Irulon turned her head to stare—her black eyes with white rings weren’t just still this time, the white rings were… spinning. The inner rings ran clockwise and the outer rings moved in the opposite direction. “The pieces have all fallen into place. You aren’t from Nod at all. That explains the occasional blank looks, the questions, the lack of basic knowledge. But you aren’t stupid. Ignorance and imbecility are on opposite sides of a vast ocean.

“Your world lacked magic, but you managed to use mundane substitutes to make up for it.” Irulon paused for a moment, watching Alyssa’s face before continuing. “Mundane substitutes which you believe are vastly superior to magic. Interesting. They’ve given you a soft life, a safe life, and plentiful food judging by your ample muscles despite being practically destitute on your first visit with all that false jewelry. Your clothes are evidence to this. The weaves are too tight, too precise to have been done with human hands.”

She said it as if she had just discovered that fact. Or had just come to that conclusion. Alyssa hadn’t said a word. She was too busy trying to not shirk too much under Irulon’s pressure. It was like she was looking at her dragon soul again, the massive beast occupying the entire room. Except it was all compressed and contained in those obsidian eyes, focused to a tight point as they bored into Alyssa. She wasn’t even sure that Irulon was right. Though she definitely believed that modern society outstripped Lyria, she wasn’t sure that magic was the cause. It was definitely a difference. Whether or not it was true, she wasn’t about to correct the princess right now.

Instead, Alyssa remained silent as Irulon continued dissecting the situation.

“Your world has no magic, but you arrived here through magic. Hm. An apparent paradox, but easily resolved. I’ve long theorized the possibility of other worlds existing. Real worlds. Fractal magic is proof of that, though convincing others is irritating. If someone else discovered your world, it would not be out of thought that they were able to go there. Or that they simply pulled you here without transporting themselves at all. I’d ask what spell brought you here, but your lack of magical knowledge might give me false information.”

At that, Alyssa had to nod. She couldn’t even clearly remember the design for Tenebrael’s spell. It had been big. Maybe a triangle or dozen. Some crosses? Yeah. It was better that Irulon not ask. And besides that, Alyssa might start talking about Tenebrael. Even if she didn’t mention the angel by name, Irulon might pick it out. Her guesses were almost perfectly accurate, if relatively general.

The rotating of Irulon’s eyes slowed down, stopping after a moment. Blinking her eyes, they returned to their usual violet. As soon as everything was back to normal, she smiled. “Fascinating. I knew you were interesting, but this is far more enticing than merely being an unknown denizen from the Underworld. Anyone can come and go from there.”

“Yes, well, I’m glad you’re happy.”

“Hm. I still need to prove that your world exists. No one would believe that you aren’t from this world, even with your lack of or hidden soul. The administrators humor my theories because I am the princess, but I know they laugh behind my—”

“Wait. Stop.” Alyssa held up a hand. “You just glossed over something that sounded really important.”

“Your soul?” Irulon tilted her head. “I wasn’t going to let you catch a glimpse of my soul’s state without checking your character first. Spectral Sight showed nothing at all, which is what garnered my interest in the first place.”

Alyssa let out a slow breath. A spell had failed on her. That was all. Nothing strange, given that magic didn’t work right around her anyway. Besides, surely Tenebrael would have noticed something as big as her whole soul missing. On her first time meeting that angel, she had threatened to throw Alyssa’s soul into the corpse of the man she had killed.

That’s right. Nothing was wrong. Besides, even if she didn’t have a soul, what difference would it make? Alyssa was Alyssa. She had her own thoughts and they were hers. Maybe it would even be a positive. Tenebrael couldn’t eat her soul if she didn’t have one. Yeah. It was a good thing.

“You’re hyperventilating.”

Alyssa hiccuped, trying to stop herself from breathing so heavily. This time, she actually closed her eyes. In through the nose, out through the mouth, she thought as she started trying to control herself. What did the soul matter anyway? Before Tenebrael had shown up, she hadn’t even believed in a soul. Not really. It would have been nice if there was something after death, but it hadn’t been something that she was counting on.

“Try not to pass out,” Irulon said, tone turning terse. “Dragging you out of here wouldn’t be pleasant. It would be difficult to inspect your mimic if you cannot lead me to it.”

Alyssa’s breathing stopped abruptly. “You’ll take a look at her?” she said, opening her eyes. That’s right. Focus on something else. Nothing had changed between now and five minutes ago. She was still Alyssa and Kasita still needed help.

There would be plenty of time for existential crises later.

“Of course.” Irulon’s smile returned in full, though it was once again her false mask of a smile. “Friends help each other out. Tess is always telling me to associate with others more. I’ve never found anyone worthy of my time. I’m still not sure that I have, but your world is enticing enough for now.”

“T-Thanks.” That really wasn’t what friendship was about, but Alyssa wasn’t going to comment on it until after Kasita got fixed. Maybe she was still being manipulative, but so was Irulon. There would be plenty of time to become actual friends with Irulon, Kasita, Tzheitza, and even Oz once things had calmed down.

And maybe once she had a chance to think about what a missing soul might actually mean in the long scheme of things.

For now, Alyssa smiled and stood with Irulon. “Oz is waiting down in the museum-type-area. He walked me here, just in case the Taker does show up again, but he couldn’t get up the stairs.”

“Of course not. Lead the way.” As soon as she spoke, the shimmering field of glass around them shattered. No one looked twice at it, as if they hadn’t noticed anything in the first place. Irulon turned to the two older men in the room with her perfect smile in place. “Administrators, I apologize. Business has come up and I will be unable to attend this afternoon’s lectures.” Her back remained ramrod straight without a hint of deferring power to them. As soon as one of them nodded, she turned on her heel to face the little mousy girl that had spoken to her on Alyssa’s first visit to the Observatorium. “Caressa, if you would be so kind as to inform Administrator Devo. If he asks for a reason, tell him that it is related to my research. An opportunity to discover something limited in time.”

Her brown hair swung around her shoulders as she bowed. “Of course. Though I doubt he will be satisfied without more details.”

“Fishing for information?” Irulon’s smile remained, but her tone sounded as sharp as the Black Prince’s sword. The girl must have sensed it as well, for she deepened her bow until her long hair brushed against the floor. “No matter,” Irulon continued with a half-laugh. “Unless you’ve managed to comprehend just the basics of Fractal magic, all the information in any world would be useless to you. Come, Alyssa.”

            

    
        013.004 A Little R&R - Praying for a Cure

    
    
    
    
                “So she just comes down the stairs and guess who is right there with her! The Tenebrael-damned princess! I was so shocked I didn’t know what to do. By the time I decided to throw myself to the floor in front of her, she was already walking past without a glance in my direction. And Alyssa was just staring at me like I was some kind of idiot.”

“She ain’t wrong. Yer an idiot, Ozheim.”

“Both of your voices grate on the ears like a rusty knife,” Irulon said as she walked around a chair in the middle of the room with her hands clasped behind her back.

“Sorry,” Oz mumbled. He leaned in close to Tzheitza and started whispering, though not quiet enough that Alyssa couldn’t hear from her spot just to their side. “Shouldn’t the princess be killing monsters, not trying to help them?”

Tzheitza didn’t respond save for a slight grunt, but Irulon whirled around to glare. “I am familiar with the concept of mercenaries requiring payment for their services. Does that include remaining silent? Please, tell me so that I may divert a portion of the royal treasury to the task of keeping your mouth shut.”

Oz actually took a step back. Though he had broad shoulders, he managed to shrink down to the point where he looked like an awkward teenager. “Uh, no… that’s alright. I’ll be quiet.”

“Good.”

As soon as Irulon’s back had turned, Oz turned to Tzheitza and mouthed, ‘Yikes.’ The potioneer didn’t respond in the slightest. Her face didn’t so much as twitch.

Alyssa, on the other hand, couldn’t help but rub at a burgeoning headache. She might have just discovered why the princess, who had always been kind and cordial with her, maintained that bubble of space around her at the Observatorium. If everyone who spoke to her or even in her presence wound up snapped at… well, the probability that she really had no friends just went up drastically.

That girl, Caressa, had simply asked for a better excuse for their teacher—or administrator—and wound up getting a fairly snide insult in return for her efforts. And it had definitely been an insult despite Irulon’s pleasant tone of voice. Of course, there might have been some history between the two. But even the first time Alyssa had visited the Observatorium, Caressa had been the one to offer to pass messages on to the lecturers. None of which warranted the insults.

The princess just had a naturally abrasive personality. Which might explain why Bacco had said that she was an outcast. Her tone of voice and her smile clashed drastically with her inner feelings. Alyssa got the impression that the princess really didn’t care one way or the other for the wellbeing of those around her. Not unless they had something to offer her.

Which would explain the cordiality toward Alyssa. Before, Alyssa had been a curiosity that Irulon had thought to be a monster of some sort. Now, she was an alien. An alien without a soul.

She was trying hard not to think about that. Especially not before she got a verification from a second source. A source that didn’t rely on magic that might go wrong. Such as Iosefael or Tenebrael. And even they weren’t wholly immune given Iosefael’s failures to send her back home.

Shaking her head, Alyssa focused on Irulon.

Just as Irulon sat down on the chair in the middle of the room.

Oz tensed the moment she did, hand moving to his sword. Which just made Alyssa roll her eyes. What did he think he was going to do? Jump in to save the princess from the spooky seat when it grew teeth and claws? Even Tzheitza only shifted her weight from one side to the other. She had potions hanging off her little bandoleer, but that was because the Taker was still alive.

“Interesting,” Irulon said, standing up a after a moment. “Turn into a cat.”

The chair shimmered, shrinking down. The back of the chair merged into a single pole, which soon slumped like a wet noodle as a head formed at the front. The wood sprouted fur and soon enough, a cat sat in the middle of the room.

It didn’t stay that way for long. The cat sneezed, shaking its head in that tornado of fur that cats tended to do. When the shaking ceased, the head looked more like that of a chicken with fur instead of feathers. Plasticy fur. The furry chicken head ballooned up, grey fur taking on a brownish hue as it shrank into the face. Lips formed, the beak shrunk in, the eyes bulged, turning violet. A tattoo formed around one of the eyes as the facial features turned more human.

“Hm.” Irulon stared at herself. Or rather, at her head still attached to the body of a cat. “I take it you didn’t intend to do that.”

“Disgusting,” Oz said, actually earning a nod from Tzheitza. Not even Irulon complained about the sentiment.

Alyssa wasn’t sure she disagreed either. It was one thing to see someone’s head on a human body that didn’t match. It was another thing entirely to see Irulon’s head on the body of a cat. Especially when the cat failed to hold up the weight of its head and it just sank down to the floor.

“This is humiliating,” Kasita said in Irulon’s voice. The entire cat and head combo shimmered again, stretching and growing. In the span of thirty seconds, it formed into a human. Or a humanoid. It looked more like a wooden doll than a living person. But it still managed to sigh.

“That’s a no then.” Irulon nodded her head and glanced at Alyssa. “Very well. I see nothing wrong with my theory. Desecrate Spells is still active and is corroding her magic when she tries to take shape. She can hold on to an inanimate form for the same reason that she can hold my weight. Her magic locks her form into place. If it didn’t, a mimic would never be able to disguise themselves as a load-bearing object given their inherent physical weakness. However, once locked in place, there is no need to make changes. Unlike a living form which is constantly in motion, requiring constant magical updates to maintain self-consistency. As a mimic is still a magical being regardless of the form it takes, it is still emitting enough magic to keep the spell active, just not enough to disrupt the illusion.”

Alyssa blinked twice, going over what Irulon said in her head. “Right,” she said slowly. “That makes sense I guess.” And it did. She wasn’t stupid. There were surely some underlying mechanics that she wouldn’t understand without years of research—judging by some of the words Iosefael and Tenebrael said when casting their spells, magic had some heavy basis in mathematics. Math that probably wasn’t simple algebra. But Irulon’s explanation didn’t involve math at all. She was probably talking down to her, but Alyssa didn’t mind much so long as she didn’t need a doctorate in mathemagics to understand what was going on. “So how do we stop it?”

“Quite easily. As I was attempting to say before you interrupted with your insistence that I personally verify what I already know, a simple magical suppression will starve the Desecrate Spells spell.”

“And that won’t hurt Kasita?”

“No,” Irulon said without a glance toward anyone in the room. She turned to one of her open notebooks and started scribbling out a pattern. “Though, in light of your oddities, Alyssa, it probably is for the best that someone else cast the spell on anything you do not wish harmed. I’ll admit that flaw in my plan.”

Alyssa let out a small sigh of relief. What would she have done without Irulon? All the more reason to at least try to be real friends with her rather than use her for her knowledge and abilities. Kasita had to be happy as well, though she didn’t look it. At the moment, her body had turned to a gelatinous blob somewhere between a cat’s body and that of a human. If said human had drowned and their body had bloated to an unreasonable extent.

“Disgusting,” Oz mumbled again. “Have I ever mentioned how much I hate mimics? I don’t think I hated them so much a week ago. Not more than other monsters… but now?” He shuddered. “I think I’m going to throw up.”

“I was under the impression that you were a senior mercenary,” Irulon said, not looking up from her drawing. “Yet a simple illusion sends your stomach churning? You shouldn’t over-exaggerate your experience. You’ll convince others that you are capable of more than you are, winding up with you and them killed in a situation beyond your abilities.”

“You can’t tell me that you can look at that thing and not feel at least a little unnerved.”

Irulon turned her head to look directly at Kasita. Her expression, slightly annoyed but with a small smile, didn’t change in the slightest. “Fascinated would be the more accurate sensation I’m feeling. Did you know that mimics are actually larger than most objects they mimic? Heavier as well. Yet one could disguise itself as an altus and you wouldn’t be able to feel the difference in weight. Even if they rearranged their body, compressing themselves down to the size of a coin, it would still weigh too heavy to be normal. Illusion magic can only go so far in convincing someone that a mimic is actually the object. In actuality, most of their body exists outside of this world while transformed, pulling the object of their choosing from a separate fractal. Or so goes my theory, in any case,” she said with a grin plastered on her face as she pulled the piece of paper from her notebook. “To that end, Kasita, I request that you return to your natural state. I doubt Alyssa would be too pleased to find you dead because the magic suppression destroyed whatever portal you have that keeps your consciousness and the rest of your body connected to this world.”

“My natural state?” Once again, Kasita looked like Play-Doh, though if she was trying to appear as anyone in specific, Alyssa couldn’t tell who.

“Yes, yes. You can be self-conscious about it later. If you’re worried about vulnerability, just imagine how upset Alyssa would be at the others should they actually harm her pet mimic.”

“She’s not my pet.”

Irulon just dismissively waved her hand. “I am casting the spell on the count of three regardless of your current status.”

“Alright, alright. Give me a second.”

To Alyssa’s surprise, Irulon did not immediately start counting down. She nodded her head and waited. Which Alyssa didn’t mind in the slightest. Just the threat was giving her flashbacks to the Taker. Was that a common thing in this world?

Kasita’s form, roughly the size of an overweight human, didn’t shrink down. Neither did it grow. It just faded out. The flesh started out by turning transparent. It continued fading until there was nothing left. Of the flesh.

Where the mass used to be, a… thing stood on the ground. It came up roughly to Alyssa’s waist, though four legs suspended its main mass a few feet off the ground. It had no head. In fact, Alyssa couldn’t tell which direction it was facing. Each of the four legs came off the central… blob in different directions, long and spindly like a spider, though without joints. Except it wasn’t a spider. Its legs were far more snake-like, though black and flowing, like oil given form. Its core was the same.

Which was what Irulon had been waiting for. She lifted the card. “Suppression Field.”

The spider-like form of Kasita didn’t change much at all save for some minor twitching at the ends of its tentacles.

The same could not be said for the rest of the room. Alyssa’s stomach clenched as the lights flickered. The glass didn’t explode, thankfully, but the lights turned from a warm orange-yellow down to a dim brown. They struggled at the dark brown for a moment before winking out entirely. The only light in the room came from the fireplace. A cold sweat formed on her skin despite knowing that nothing around her would harm her. There was no Taker in the room. Just four people who she trusted to not kill her.

Alyssa remained silent. She didn’t trust her voice not to tremble. It was stupid, but the whole thing reminded her too much of dying over and over to the Taker. Oz didn’t say anything either, though she could see how tense he was in the light of the fire. Tzheitza, on the other hand, burst out into a slurry of profane comments as she moved about the room. While in full potionspeak mode, Alyssa couldn’t catch much. From what little she could understand, Tzheitza was worried that the spell had ruined her potion reagents. She pulled jars off the shelves and started inspecting the contents, sniffing them and even sticking her finger in and licking a bit of the contents.

Irulon didn’t seem to care about the people around her. Her eyes were locked on Kasita’s oily form. Her violet eyes. So far, Irulon hadn’t done the thing with the black sclera and white rings. “Hm.” As soon as the princess made the noise in the back of her throat, the lights returned. Dim at first, barely more than faint embers glowing in the jars. But over the course of another minute, they grew in strength until the liquid-filled jars were putting out just as much light as they had before the spell went active.

“Suppression Field deactivated. Assume a form, mimic. Something more animate than a chair.”

The spindly limbs of the oily blob shrank in on themselves, vanishing from view as Kasita shimmered into view. Kasita. Her proper form. The overly voluptuous and inhumanly beautiful woman wearing her elegant gown that showed off far too much cleavage. She looked down at herself, waiting for a moment as if she expected to uncontrollably morph into a doughy facsimile of herself. But nothing happened. She looked up with a smile. “Ufu~ That’s better.”

“Curious, curious.” Irulon clasped her hands behind her back as she stalked around Kasita. Her eyes flickered to those black pits of doom, but only for an instant. If Alyssa hadn’t been watching—and, more importantly, known what to look for—she would have missed it entirely. Oz didn’t even move. “Your body—Your true body is ninety-seven percent outside this world. But you aren’t even aware of this fact. Your consciousness is entirely here. Hm. Disappointing.”

“I really don’t know what you are talking about.”

“No. Of course not. It is a natural ability. You don’t have to think about what you are doing or where you are in the slightest. Unfortunate. I had hoped to question you on anything you might experience while transformed. But you don’t know anything. I suspect that there may be a way to force the rest of you through the portal you are maintaining, but I also suspect that retrieving you for questions would be exceedingly difficult. Perhaps if we had a second mimic. I don’t suppose you know of any others within the city.”

“Ah, no. While I don’t doubt that other mimics have traveled this far from the ruins of the First City, we’re not exactly a social bunch. I haven’t encountered another mimic since I left the hive.”

“Oh! Question!” Oz held up a finger before pointing it off to the side of the room. “If that table were another mimic, would you know instinctively? Or would you have to wave at each other or something?”

“I would know. Illusions mean less to me than they do you.”

“Mimics don’t see the world the way you or I do,” Irulon said, actually answering Oz’s question. “It would be more accurate to say that they feel the world. Another mimic would feel wrong.”

“You know a lot about my kind,” Kasita said, cocking her head to one side. “Most humans see us as a nuisance and try to kill us without much thought.”

“Hm. I suppose there is no harm in telling. All of my research is dedicated toward proving the existence of many different worlds,” she said with a quick glance toward Alyssa. “Fractal magic offers glimpses, but my theory is that the worlds tied to Fractal magic are created when a spell is cast and destroyed afterward. Mimics were brought to my attention because of questions regarding your abilities. I believe that you and your kind—”

Shattering glass interrupted Irulon. It was muffled slightly, but still loud enough that everyone turned their heads toward the source.

The store room. The one next to Alyssa’s makeshift bedroom. Something heavy crashed down within. Wood crashed against wood with the telltale creaking and snapping of boards.

“Tenebrael’s tits,” Oz swore under his breath. “She got loose.”

Irulon pressed her lips together until they were nothing more than a thin line. “Let’s not blaspheme against Her Holiness’ body, shall we?”

“Right.” Oz didn’t sound convincing at all. He didn’t even glance toward Irulon as he drew his sword. “Stay back. I’m not being paid for this, but I can’t imagine my reputation would remain intact if I let the princess come to harm.”

Tzheitza moved up next to him, frosty blue orb in hand.

“Think she’s just making a mess? Or do you have dangerous stuff in there.”

The potioneer just grunted.

Alyssa’s hands drifted to her holsters, only to remember that even if she had them, she was too injured to use them. She couldn’t even hold a gun in her left hand with how many bandages were wrapped around her fingers. “Damn,” she swore, moving back toward Irulon and Kasita. “Damn it.” This was a nightmare. Well, not nearly so bad as her encounter with the Taker. At least here, she had allies. From that Fractal Mirror experiment, she knew that Irulon could defend herself. Kasita couldn’t be hurt by conventional weaponry. Tzheitza and Oz were experienced fighters.

It was only she who was the worthless one.

“Damn,” she swore again.

“Escaped, prisoner? Poorly secured. Unworried yet mildly tense, not a significant threat but still dangerous. Mimic calm, not a magical danger. Alyssa sweating, frightened. Hm.” Irulon lifted the tome chained to her hip and flipped it open, though she didn’t actually retrieve a spell. “Perhaps you should warn me that you’re keeping an assassin magically secured in the back room before I suppress all magic in the area.”

“Yeah, yeah. We captured her once, we can capture her again. Besides, all her weapons are out here.”

“Pots. Haberin fool.”

“Right. Need to hurry then.” Oz gripped his sword, moving closer to the door. It wasn’t the best weapon for indoor combat, but it would have to do. “I open, you toss?”

“Mhm.”

“Ready? Now!”

Oz kicked open the storage room door.
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                Before the door even fully opened, Tzheitza’s frost orb was in the air. It slipped through the narrow gap to the darkened room. Oz caught the door by the handle and slammed it shut. A half second later, ice spread over the door with the sound of breaking glass.

“Lights are out in there,” Oz said, voice quick and clear. “She smashed them?”

“Bonechill,” Tzheitza replied as she tossed another orb. This one, Oz caught. “But ye gotta hurry.”

Oz nodded, pressing his thumb down on the little metallic top of the orb. Instead of tossing it into the room as well, he just shook it around. Light spread around his fingers. Like it was some sort of glow-stick. He used the same ring that hung it from Tzheitza’s bandoleer to clip it to his belt. Only then did he open the door again, slowly this time.

Icy air rushed out, making goosebumps form on everyone’s arms. Except Kasita’s. The fireplace couldn’t even stand up to the mist rolling along the ground. The flames struggled to continue burning the wood logs, but frost formed over the wood while it was still burning. It didn’t stay burning for long. The yellow flames darkened to a pale blue before going out entirely. Crystals of ice covered every surface of the fireplace and even the floor.

Oddly enough, aside from the goosebumps, Alyssa didn’t feel all that cold. Certainly not as cold as she would have expected given that it literally froze the fire in place. Hopefully her nerves hadn’t been destroyed and frostbite wasn’t setting in. Neither Oz nor Tzheitza looked too concerned. Irulon just frowned at the mist before looking back to the slowly opening doorway.

Oz moved inside slowly and carefully. The light at his hip wasn’t as good as the stationary lights around the room. Not seeing Octavia standing in the middle of the area, he took the time to check the corners, both behind the door and the other door-side corner. Since he didn’t react, the assassin must not be there.

Alyssa just watched with a nervous feeling in her stomach. How was he supposed to breach a room with a stupid sword? The room was too cramped. If Octavia had been in the corners, what would he have done? He couldn’t swing the sword. Even if she was standing right in the center, swinging his sword would probably have hit the walls or shelves long before it hit anyone else. He would have to thrust and that probably wouldn’t work all that well. Even if she was abysmally skilled, Octavia had a lithe build. She could probably move like a gymnast.

Then again, neither Tzheitza nor Oz wanted to kill children, as Oz had mentioned. Alyssa charging in with guns blazing would just be another dead body on her conscience. A kid at that. She could at least partially justify killing home invaders, slave traders, and war mongers. Even if Octavia was an assassin-in-training… well, maybe she shouldn’t get so hung up about her being a child—a teenager. Had she killed people? If so, it probably hadn’t been in self defense. And given Cid and Bacco’s injuries, she could easily have tortured people as well. Maybe Cid and Bacco’s injuries had been her doing rather than the Taker’s.

Alyssa pressed her lips together, honestly feeling some sick relief that she wasn’t able to use her weapons at the moment. It meant that she didn’t have to make the hard decisions.

Tzheitza and Oz, on the other hand, did have to do so. Oz carefully crept over a toppled over shelf. Tzheitza gripped a pale green orb in one hand and an obsidian black one in the other. While both of them had a certain tension in their movements, Irulon only looked bored. The princess moved a step back so that she could lean against the wall, idly flipping through her tome as if it were a restaurant menu and she couldn’t quite decide what she wanted to eat. Kasita…

Kasita…

Where did that mimic get off to now?

There were only three people left in the main room. Oz was in the storage room and Kasita was probably doing something foolish. Right after she got fixed up too.

Alyssa didn’t even bother trying to look for the mimic. If she didn’t want to be found, nobody would be able to. Except maybe Irulon. Kasita did keep mentioning that arcanists had methods of locating disguised mimics.

Heavy wood thudded against the floor in the storage room. Oz jumped back just in time to avoid a larger bookcase-like shelf falling on him. The leather of his boot slipped on the icy floor as he moved. He didn’t fall, but the stagger was enough. Octavia leaped out from the shadows in the far back of the room.

Oz raised his sword. Not to strike, but trying to block a jab of her fist.

Metal clanged against metal.

Octavia pulled back, but Oz pressed forward. He thrust out his empty fist, throwing a hard punch. It connected with an audible thwack. Oz moved forward again, throwing out another punch, though this time with his sword hand.

Either the sword made him clumsy or Octavia was better than he thought. She rammed her elbow into his wrist and his sword fell with a thump against one of the toppled shelves. Moving into his guard, Octavia slammed a foot down on his and tried to strike him with something. A thin bit of metal gleamed between her fingers. But Oz caught her wrist and tightened his grip. When she tried to elbow his wrist with her free arm, he caught that one as well.

“Now, why don’t we all sit down and—”

Octavia reared back and slammed her head down onto his.

Both of them fell away from each other. Oz released her to clutch at his head, but she didn’t make use of her freedom except to grab at her own forehead. They both moaned and groaned. Alyssa would have laughed if she wasn’t so tense.

Tzheitza didn’t laugh. She charged forward, barreling into the room. For being still a little injured from her fall off the Brechen Overlook, she moved quick, slipping right around Oz to tackle Octavia before the wannabe assassin could recover. They both fell to the ground hard, Octavia underneath the significantly larger Tzheitza. Getting an arm underneath one of Octavia’s armpits, Tzheitza flipped the girl onto her stomach and slammed her face onto the icy floor. While one hand kept her head pinned down, the other managed to get both of Octavia’s arms by the wrists.

In the span of only a few seconds, Octavia couldn’t do much besides impotently kick her legs into the ground. Even that was taken away from her when Tzheitza shifted to move her own feet to trap Octavia’s.

All the while, Oz just stood to the side, rubbing his head.

“Ya mind helpin’ ye haberin fool?”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said after a mild groan. “I’ll get a rope.” His words descended into mumbled rambles. “Stupid kid doesn’t even know how to do a proper headbutt.”

“Spectral Chains.”

Alyssa’s head snapped to her side where Irulon held a card between her fingers. The princess had a deep scowl on her face. Possibly the most upset Alyssa had ever seen her. Translucent shackles latched tight around Octavia’s form, before Oz could take a step away. Once the other end of the chains formed in Irulon’s hands, she gave a sharp tug. Octavia didn’t move—Tzheitza was still on top of her—but she did shout.

“Well, well. What have we here?” Irulon took a single step forward with each word. Between, she tugged on the chains, keeping them taut as well as eliciting pained noises from Octavia. She slowly started to smile. It was not her mask, that delightfully pleasant smile that she wore in front of others. It wasn’t even that true-smile that she had on while Alyssa had been explaining where she had come from.

Her lips curled back, more like a wolf baring its teeth in a display of threat and prowess.

Irulon stopped one pace away from Octavia’s face. “Get off her,” she ordered.

Tzheitza hesitated, but all it took was one flick of Irulon’s eyes away from Octavia for her to release the smaller girl and move off to the side. Of course, the chains kept Octavia from moving even with Tzheitza off her back. It was all she could do to crane her neck far enough back to see who was standing over her, holding her chains.

“Seventh,” Octavia spat. A small trickle of blood leaked from the corner of her mouth, freezing as soon as it hit the ice. “Nice to see you again.”

“Sister. Dear sister. Your goals are a bit too high. Father always said you were a disappointment. You should keep that in mind when taking action far beyond your station.” She scoffed, throwing a glance toward Oz. “Even though he grossly exaggerates his abilities, a Miserable. Failure. Would never have a chance at defeating him.”

Alyssa looked between the two, wide-eyed. Sister? Had she heard correctly? Taking a few steps closer to get a better look, she… really couldn’t see much resemblance at all. They had the same violet eyes, but Irulon had sharp features and a darker skin tone, Octavia’s face was more rounded and pale. Their hair didn’t match either, with the former having brown and the latter a dusty-blond.

Somehow, and perhaps foolishly, Octavia managed to muster up enough willpower to force a smile. It, more than anything else, cemented in Alyssa’s mind the fact that they were sisters. The two wore nearly the same sneer on their face.

“At least my mother wasn’t a—”

Irulon jerked the chain forward, lashing out with her foot at the same time. She kicked Octavia hard enough to flip her onto her back.

“There you go again, being a failure.” Irulon stepped forward before Octavia fully landed, pressing a foot down on her chest. “When you cannot stand on your own merits, you feel the need to bring our mothers into it. Just like when you were a child. You obviously haven’t grown at all since then, have you?”

Mothers. Plural. That explained their drastically different appearance. How many wives or concubines did their father have? While he could have remarried, Alyssa doubted it. Pharaohs probably weren’t limited to one. In fact, was monogamy even a real thing in this world? She couldn’t even think of a single person she had met that had been married. Now that she was thinking about it, not a single person had introduced themselves with a family name.

“Now,” Irulon said, not taking her violet eyes off her sister, “I believe I only have half the story, but I can add context together better than anyone. You, dear sister, are a traitor to father and the city, siding with deviant criminal elements.”

Octavia snorted a sarcastic laugh, spitting out another glob of blood. “You don’t know the half of it. Go ahead, Seventh. Throw me in your oubliette. I won’t be in there for long. Waters Street has big plans. Bigger than you could possibly know. I’ll be the one sitting at the top of the tower. Not you!”

“A coup then? Ahahaha.” Octavia’s mouth snapped shut with a click as Irulon went down on one knee. In a voice barely above a whisper, she said, “Whoever told you anything was an even larger fool than you are. Hm. Unless they intended for you to be captured and to deliver misleading information. That is something I might do.” Frowning in thought, Irulon’s head drifted off to the side. “What advantage would there be in implicating Waters Street as more than just criminals? A coup. Distraction? Rivals? Foreign meddling?” As Irulon mumbled, her eyes twitched back and forth, occasionally flicking to their black and white mode. With her head tilted to the side, neither Tzheitza nor Oz could see. Only Alyssa could.

Alyssa and Octavia.

“You freak.”

Irulon, eyes normal once again, snapped her head back to Octavia. “A puzzle to put together later. For now, dealing with my traitorous sister.” Wrapping the chain around her wrist, Irulon let go. The translucent links didn’t vanish as they had with Bercilak’s minion. They remained tightly wrapped around Octavia, leaving Irulon free to page through her tome again. Selecting one of her cards, she pulled it free from the rest of the book.

From her angle, Alyssa couldn’t see what was on the card. The same was not true for Octavia. Her eyes widened when she saw what was on the front. “Wh-What do you think you’re doing with that?”

“You know very well what happens to traitors. Oubliette? Don’t make me laugh.”

“I’m a princess. Father won’t let—”

“You are a traitor. A title that suppresses all else. And a traitor must be dealt with as a traitor deserves.” She raised the card, fully angling the design toward Octavia. Opening her mouth to speak, she—

“Wait!” Alyssa blurted out, unable to stop herself. She stepped forward, only to take a step back as Irulon slowly turned. Excepting that one step, she held her ground, gritting her teeth. “You can’t just kill her.”

“Why?”

“Why? What do you mean why? Doesn’t she get a trial? Or something.” Alyssa didn’t even know why she was speaking up. Possibly because this was all her fault. If not for her trusting Cid and Bacco, if not for her rescuing the monsters, if not for her abusing Tzheitza’s trust for a place to stay, if not for her casting Desecrate Spells around Kasita, if not for her running to the only person she could think of for help… It weighed on her conscience. Oz’s plan was much better. Let Octavia get rehabilitated through community service with the guild. Or something. Not killed. Alyssa had already killed enough people. And those that she had had at least been grown adults who had made their beds. She had just been helping the people lie in them. “She’s only a teenager. Teenagers are idiots! I know. I was one!”

Octavia snarled. “I am not—”

“Shut up!” Alyssa shouted at the stupid girl before she could make things worse. Sometimes it felt like everyone else in this entire world was lacking something vital to functioning normally. All the way from Tenebrael down to the random village people who celebrated the deaths of the suicidally depressed.

“She has already attacked your friends with the intent to kill.” Irulon bent and picked up a little narrow bit of metal. Maybe a piece from Octavia’s outfit or a small bracket from one of the toppled shelves. She brought it up to her nose and gave it a little sniff. “Medusa venom extract.” Her gaze turned, searching the room. She took one step away from Octavia to kneel in front of a little shattered jar. “From here. Possession of the substance is illegal, resulting in a fine and time in the stocks,” she said, looking over to Tzheitza.

“I have a permit,” Tzheitza said, slow and clear.

“Hm. If this had gotten into someone’s bloodstream, they would have been turned to stone. Maybe only partially in the case of a limb, but she was clearly trying to strike him in the face.” Irulon nodded toward Oz. “In addition, she has already admitted to plotting a coup. The only meaning a trial could serve would be delaying the inevitable.”

“No. You said that they were planning a coup. That’s nothing but conjecture. All she said was that she would be out of jail soon enough. Maybe she thought that Waters Street was going to break her out. Or the pharaoh. You even said, immediately after suspecting a coup, that it wasn’t a coup because nobody would be stupid enough to tell that idiot something actually important…” Alyssa took a breath, having run out of air while speaking. That breath made her think for a moment. “No one would have told her something important,” she said slowly. “But what if she found out something else of import? Something Waters Street didn’t want anyone to know about. Knowing that she is a liability, they told her something even bigger, like a coup, so that she would blab about that instead. If treason is punished by immediate execution, she would be dead before she could talk about anything else…”

Irulon smiled. Not a gleeful smile. Not a vicious smile. Her eyes went innocently wide as her lips pressed into that vapid blank smile that she wore in public. “Hm. Sounds like conjecture to me. But—” Her smile widened as her eyes narrowed. “—I’m glad my faith in your mental alacrity was not wholly misplaced. I agree.”

“You can’t—” Alyssa blinked. “You do?”

“Perhaps not with your outlined scenario. It is far too convoluted. Too prone to failure. However, there is something that anyone who has met her can attest to: The Eighth is an imbecile beyond measure.”

Octavia started grinding her teeth together loud enough for the whole room to hear. “You are always like this. Always so smug. Always so… This is why everyone hates you. Our older brothers… Our younger siblings… Our fath— Ah! Ah-Ah!”

Alyssa had stepped forward and pressed her foot down on Octavia’s fingers. “I am trying to keep you alive,” she hissed, leaning down. Her words grew quieter and quieter the closer she got to Octavia’s ear. “Do you want to die? Do you know what happens when you die?” She didn’t give the would-be assassin a chance to answer. “It isn’t what you’ve been taught. You won’t be whisked off to peace and happiness. Your soul will be torn from your body and consumed like a cheap chunk of bread.” By the end, she wasn’t even sure if Octavia could hear her voice with how quiet it was. Her lips were practically brushing against her ear. “Tenebrael is a monster worse than any other.”

To get so close to Octavia, she had needed to kneel down on the ground. With a broken arm and a still injured hand, it took a bit of effort to get back standing again, but she managed. Everyone in the room was staring at her. Oz, Tzheitza, and, of course, Irulon. Alyssa didn’t meet any of their eyes. Would Oz and Tzheitza thank her for trying to save the girl’s life? She had tried to kill them and had destroyed probably a decent amount of money’s worth of potion reagents. But they had said that they didn’t like killing kids. Irulon… Honestly, Alyssa hadn’t a clue what the princess was thinking. One moment, she had been about ready to slaughter her sister right in front of everyone. The next, she had been… praising Alyssa for stopping her?

“Open your mouth again and I won’t lift a finger to help you. I need to talk to her anyway.” As soon as Alyssa spoke, Irulon’s eyes twinkled. Not literally. They didn’t have any magic going on in them. But there was a certain curious thought behind them that made Alyssa snap her mouth shut, wishing she hadn’t added that last bit. Irulon was too good at putting small clues together to see the larger picture. Even if she had painted the entirely wrong picture of Alyssa at first, she hadn’t been completely off the track. The only reason she had the wrong idea had been because Alyssa being from an entirely different world had been so far out of the context she could think in that it might as well have been impossible.

Now that she knew that little tidbit, her guesses were probably going to get closer and closer to the mark the more they interacted.

Thankfully, Irulon didn’t start throwing theories out. After that little twinkle of her eyes, she turned back to Octavia.

“Regardless of what Alyssa says, you, dear sister, are a traitor. But, in light of you possibly knowing—even unwittingly—more than you are saying, I imagine that Father will wish to speak with you before any punitive measures are taken. So you have achieved a stay of execution until he returns from surveying Pandora.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together, not sure at all what she could possibly say. If Octavia was involved in some sort of coup, then the pharaoh did need to know. Unless Alyssa wanted the coup to succeed, which she didn’t—even if she disagreed with the slavery and a few other things supported by the government, the idea that a gang would run it any better was laughable at best. If the pharaoh chose to kill his own daughter, there was nothing she could do about it. All she had done was save Octavia from dying at her sister’s hands right away. Maybe if she told what she knew, she would be granted some clemency, but that was a far-fetched notion with her personality. As Irulon had said, her sister was an idiot.

“Besides,” Irulon said, smile turning nasty once again, “public executions not only serve as a deterrent to other traitors, but they are always more fun.”

            

    
        013.006 A Little R&R - Apologies

    
    
    
    
                “I’m sorry,” Alyssa said, hammering a nail into the wall for a shelf. Doing so wasn’t the easiest while injured. She used her shoulder to prop up the actual shelf while she used her burned hand to hold the hammer, having taken off most of the bandages. Every strike sent minor jolts of pain through her hand, but she stuck to it anyway. She owed it to Tzheitza to help out and not just sit around moaning about how injured she was. Oddly enough, it didn’t hurt as much as she thought it would. Maybe thanks to the potions Tzheitza had given her. Yet another thing to be thankful for.

The shelf itself looked surprisingly like a modern shelf, though with a bit thicker wood and a bit rougher as well. It hadn’t been sanded to a perfectly smooth level. The same couldn’t be said for the fastener she was hammering. It didn’t look anything like a modern nail. It had a wide flat head and almost a blocky spike, looking more like a scaled-down door stopper. Pausing once the shelf was secure, she stepped away with a mild sigh. “This is all my fault.”

Tzheitza, kneeling next to a broken jar of orange powder, ceased her salvage efforts to look up. “Oh? I didn’t know it was ye who knocked over all my reactants.”

“You know what I meant.” Alyssa tugged on the newly installed shelf. Even with a fair amount of force, the wood slab didn’t budge. Pushing down on it with a decent weight didn’t make it buckle, break, or fall from its new mount. “You gave me shelter, food, and help and all I’ve done is cause problems. If not for me, your supplies wouldn’t be in a mess all over the floor.”

The low hum Tzheitza made as she tried to scoop up as much of the powder into a fresh jar as she could did not reassure Alyssa. Though Octavia had broken or tipped over several shelves, a decent number of the containers hadn’t actually broken. The glass was a lot hardier than Alyssa gave it credit for. Even still, the room was a mess and plenty of reagents had wound up worthless thanks to spilling or breaking. A scorch mark marred the floor where Tzheitza had to use a lower ranked spell to obliterate a more dangerous spilling before it could potentially react with anything else in the room.

All in all, she had probably lost a great deal of money in the damaged or destroyed merchandise.

Since Irulon had left, dragging Octavia behind her, Alyssa and Tzheitza had been focused on cleaning up. Oz had started to help, but conveniently remembered something he had to take care of. His excuses hadn’t been very convincing and, judging by Tzheitza’s colorful language, hadn’t worked on anyone. Even if he wasn’t going to help out, he could have at least stuck around as a guard. Night wasn’t far off now and Alyssa would be lying if she said that she wasn’t at least a little nervous. Kasita said that the Taker was pretty heavily injured. But even if he didn’t come in person, Waters Street had more members than just him. It probably wouldn’t be out of the question for them to send a whole gang over to toss Molotov Cocktails at the potion shop.

“Say,” Alyssa said as a thought popped into her head. “Octavia escaped because Irulon suppressed magic, right? Are the magics you had protecting this place still active? Do we need to run around and cast new spells?” She honestly didn’t know if Tzheitza was actually capable of protecting her building on her own. None of the magic Alyssa had seen her use had been higher than Rank Three. Spells capable of protecting a building were probably higher ranked than that.

“Suppression not destruction,” Tzheitza said, pointing up to a corner of the room. “Lights came back on. Defenses did too.”

“Oh. Right.” The little light in the corner glowed just as much as it had before. At least, Alyssa didn’t notice any difference in the light levels. It wasn’t originally from the storage room—Octavia had destroyed all of those—but Tzheitza had a number of extras on hand in addition to all the ones in the other rooms.

They continued tidying up in silence. Alyssa started putting up another shelf, something she was quite at home doing after working in home improvement for a few years, even if the nails were far blockier than the ones she was used to, while Tzheitza moved on to mop up some brownish gunk that spilled from a broken carboy. It wasn’t a very comfortable sort of silence. Despite Tzheitza insinuating that Octavia was at fault, Alyssa couldn’t quite believe her. More, she couldn’t quite believe that Tzheitza didn’t blame her. That combined with knowing that Octavia was probably still going to die in spite of her efforts, the Taker was still after her, and that stupid angel still had not returned her phone didn’t exactly put Alyssa in the best of moods.

Worse, she didn’t know how to fix any of her current problems. Or rather, most of her problems. Getting an audience with Tenebrael wouldn’t be hard per se. Just distasteful. As the angel had said, if Alyssa ever wanted to talk, all she had to do was shoot someone.

Without knowing where the Taker was, she couldn’t exactly launch another assault. He probably wasn’t at the Waterhole’s tunnels anymore. Even if he was, her first attack hadn’t gone all that well. She would need more planning or more allies. Probably both. Just shooting him probably wouldn’t work either. Not unless he decided that projectile defenses weren’t worth the trouble. Not likely considering just the partially spoken phrase had saved his life.

Octavia… Alyssa had done all she could. Aside from petitioning Irulon to petition her father. She did have that commendation from the Black Prince, but honestly didn’t know what it meant or what value it held. Maybe she could buy Octavia’s freedom with it, maybe not. But even if she could, she wasn’t sure that she wanted to take responsibility for the girl. Alyssa couldn’t, in good faith, disagree with Irulon’s assessment on her sister’s idiocy.

As for Tzheitza… Alyssa had Svotty’s bag of money. Would that be enough to repay the damages here? If anything that went into that blue healing potion had been damaged, probably not. While it was a fair amount, money wouldn’t solve everything. In Alyssa’s opinion, anything that valuable should be kept in some kind of secure storage rather than the room that they shoved a known enemy into. But that might not be the case. Worse: Tzheitza had outstanding orders. If she couldn’t fulfill them because of damaged inventory, the customers might seek out another potion maker. Her customers might decide to stick with their new supplier even after Tzheitza replenished her stock. If so, Tzheitza would lose out on a whole lot more in the long term.

“Do you…” Alyssa hesitated. Would Tzheitza even accept money? She might get insulted that Alyssa offered in the first place. It was one of those things that she suspected because of the little things she had noticed about Tzheitza, but didn’t know for certain because she hadn’t taken the time to actually get to know the potioneer. Unfortunately, there was enough work as it was. Tzheitza didn’t seem in a good enough mood to talk at the moment.

“Do you know where Bacco went?” Alyssa asked instead of her original question. Before Tzheitza answered, she cringed, already regretting asking. Why bring up Bacco? She should have asked about Tzheitza herself. Do you have any kids? Love interests? What do you do for fun? What kind of music— No, wait, that last one wouldn’t work well. Not unless Tzheitza frequently attended concerts or whatever they had. Surely there were some music and theater groups around? But Alyssa couldn’t see the former-mercenary-turned-potioneer taking weekends off to go sit with people like Irulon or the Black Prince in concert halls.

Actually, Irulon and the Black Prince attending operas didn’t seem too far-fetched if she only considered their status as royalty. The rich-types were supposed to be the ones going to theaters in medieval times, right? But Alyssa couldn’t see either of them spending their free time at concerts knowing what she knew about them. Irulon wouldn’t stand to have her research interrupted while Brakkt seemed more of the action-oriented type. Though, admittedly, she knew very little about any of Irulon’s siblings.

“The one who tried to sell ye?” Tzheitza finally said, answering Alyssa’s question about Bacco.

“Yeah. I was just… curious, I guess.”

“Said he ain’t going to stick around here. Wanted to get out of the city before anyone came after him. I didn’t bother asking where to.”

“Ah. I see.” Alyssa fell silent as she finished hammering in the last nail for the last shelf. There was still broken glass all over the floor, but Tzheitza had finished gathering up most of the salvageable reagents. “So what’s the total damage? Anything irreplaceable?”

Tzheitza tipped her head back and forth, cracking her neck as she stood. “The bunyip fur is the biggest loss. After being shaved from a bunyip, it must be kept clean. Unfortunately, it fell into the mandragora extract. Which was also lost, but isn’t particularly rare.” She nodded toward the scorch mark. “Kejo hair shavings are extremely rare, but also not used for much of anything. At least, nothing I make. Dirt may have gotten into most of what I cleaned up, but it shouldn’t be a big deal. Harpy feathers are washed before use, the ground humor can be separated from anything they’re mixed with after a little work.”

Alyssa glanced around at all the jars on the shelves that hadn’t fallen as well as the few that Tzheitza had left on the floor after her salvaging. Bunyip fur? Mandragora extract? Kejo hair? Harpy feathers? “Do all potion reagents come from monsters?”

“Most. Not all.” Tzheitza opened a drawer in a smaller bureau. The drawer had several planks of wood separating the space into little compartments. Each one held a different powder, some of varying colors, but most a metallic silver. “Salt,” she said, pointing to a reddish bit of ground crystals before moving on to the next compartment of powder, “limestone, sapphire, calcium, silver, silicon, aluminium, cadmium, mithril, iridium, gold, and so on and so on. All mined from the earth rather than taken from monsters. Though these serve more as stabilizin’ agents. The monsters are where the magic comes from. If you want long, luscious hair, you mix up some kejo hair into a potion. If you want hair that is guaranteed to attract attention, you also use kejo hair, just in a different way. Monsters have natural magic that potions can take effects from.”

“Huh. Interesting. So can harpy feathers be used to make you fly?”

“Ye don’t want to do that. Use a spell. Potion effects wear down at unpredictable rates. If yer up high—” Alyssa jumped at Tzheitza clapping her hands together. “Splat. Harpy feathers are used primarily for featherlight and featherfall potions.”

“Oh. What do they do?”

“Lessen weight and fall slow. If I’d had my potions when I fell from Brechen, ye wouldn’t see a scrape on me.”

“Ah…” There were spells that did those same things. Alyssa almost told her that, but she had to know. It seemed like an awful lot of effort to get the effects that low rank spells could provide with just some scribblings—it took hunting for monster parts, plus whatever other metals or whatnot went into them, and the whole creation process as well—but she immediately realized her mistake. Potions could be used by anyone. A Rank Zero arcanist could save themselves from a fall with a featherfall potion but not a spell. Of course, most potions would be expensive. So there was that limiting factor.

“What does… or what is a buny—” Alyssa’s mouth screeched to a halt.

A thought popped into her head. Money would just be a bandage. A temporary patch in the hopes that she would be able to fully recover her business.

But Alyssa had something! Something she had completely forgotten about. With all the craziness that had gone on, it wasn’t surprising that she had forgotten. There were probably a hundred other things that slipped her mind. But she could hardly believe that, in the relatively relaxed days between the attack and meeting Cid in the alley, she had indeed forgotten.

“A bunyip,” Tzheitza said. “Not a bunny. It’s a sort of snake monster except—”

“Wait. Come with me. I have uh… uh… surprise. Or present. Or just something that might make up for how much trouble I’ve caused you.”

Taking care not to trip over any of the debris or potion reagents still on the floor, Alyssa stepped around Tzheitza and left the room. She took a sharp left and went right into the second storage room. Her room. Tzheitza followed along slowly, but stopped in the doorway and leaned against it. Alyssa didn’t mind. Her pack, while it had shrunk some since initially setting off because of a few minor damaged or consumed items, pulling out most of the clothes, and just having unpacked a handful of things—bullets mostly, it was still a gigantic pack filled with plenty of junk. Hopefully useful junk. Otherwise she would have carted it all around for nothing.

She dug through, pulling out wrinkled dresses, the jewelry box, a first aid kit, her camping pots and pans, a blanket, and an extra box of pistol ammo that she had somehow missed taking out earlier. There. Somehow having migrated to the very bottom of her pack, a dozen black feathers sat in perfectly pristine condition. Not a single one had broken despite all the stuff piled on top. Even the frills were completely intact. Then again, they were Tenebrael’s feathers. She wasn’t sure why she was surprised.

Still, just in case, Alyssa took care pulling them out of her pack.

Back when she had first acquired them from Tenebrael, she hadn’t taken the time to really look them over. She had shown them to Bacco, confirmed that he could see them, then shoved them into her pack. And had promptly forgot about them.

Now, Alyssa did not find Tenebrael worthy of any sort of respect or worship. However, these feathers possessed an unearthly beauty. And it wasn’t just because they had managed to survive her pack without being damaged. The black bristles gleamed in the light as she moved them. Almost like a mirror would, except without the actual reflections.

And looks weren’t all they had going for them. They were soft. So soft. The bristles sprung back into place the moment her fingers came away, but there was almost no resistance in pressing against them. Alyssa actually brushed one against her cheek just to feel it better than she could with her injured hand and broken arm. At this moment, she felt like she had another item to add to her list: Pluck Tenebrael clean and make a pillow and bed out of her feathers.

It would be the best sleep she ever had. Alyssa had no doubt about that.

Alyssa shook her head, lamenting the fact that these amazing feathers were stuck to such a terrible being. Unfortunately for her plans of the most comfortable bed ever, Tenebrael probably wouldn’t part with so many. Especially not for free. And Alyssa really wasn’t interested in carrying out any tasks that the angel might have for her. They were bound to be distasteful. So she sighed a little, forcing herself to put the feathers down.

She withdrew them one at a time, carefully setting them in a row on the bed. Exactly thirteen. Coincidence? It had to be. Alyssa didn’t believe in superstition like that. Not even after meeting literal angels. Besides, three had been the number she had noticed repeating in this world.

When she looked up, she couldn’t help but frown. Tzheitza didn’t look impressed in the slightest. “Ye givin’ me feathers? I have samples from most every monster and several mundane creatures. Ravens, owls, hawks…”

“These aren’t raven feathers. Or any feathers that you’ve ever seen. These are angel feathers.” From Kasita, Alyssa knew that angels weren’t a known concept. They simply didn’t have angels. Probably because Tenebrael was more of a deity than anything else on this world. “You know those invisible monsters I spoke with the other night? These are feathers from one of them. I don’t have any proof, but I assume that they are the most powerful beings on the planet. Oz once told me that the entire army that had gone to fight the trolls would have lost most of their number in a battle against a dragon and victory would not have been assured even then. The monster these feathers came from is so far above that level that she wouldn’t even notice a dragon trying to attack them.”

Tzheitza raised an eyebrow. Just one, on her good eye. Obvious disbelief riddled her features. But she didn’t verbally disagree. Having seen them—or at least, having seen the destruction they had caused, she had to believe that beings called angels actually existed. Her disbelief was probably regarding their power. As Tzheitza stared at the feathers, she started frowning. She stayed in the doorway for an extra moment before shoving off and approaching the bed. Without touching any of the feathers, she leaned down and started looking over them.

“I know most every monster type. Never heard of angels.”

“Ah. Well… yeah. They’re rare. I think the two you… didn’t see are the only two in the world.” And Iosefael might not even be around anymore if Tenebrael sent her back to Earth. And actually, Tenebrael might not be around either. Every time she showed up, she complained about having so much work to do because of those people who broke into Alyssa’s home. Though, she presumably popped back here every time someone died. “I don’t know why, but I can see them. Which generally just makes trouble for me when they get bored.” Though if she couldn’t see them, she would probably have died back on Earth. So she at least had to be thankful for that no matter how much she disliked angels in general.

“Ye only got these thirteen?”

“I might be able to get more. But that’s a pretty big might. I haven’t even seen either of them since that night. Don’t count on it anytime soon.”

“Can’t do much with so few of an unknown material. Lots of tests to run to figure out what they can do and what they ain’t capable of.”

“That’s slightly disappointing,” Alyssa said with a mild sigh.

Tzheitza reached out to one of the feathers. Which made Alyssa tense with a sudden thought she hadn’t had before. What if someone else touching Tenebrael’s feathers does something bad, like steals their soul?

But nothing happened. Tzheitza picked up the feather by the tip with a very light touch and turned it over. She angled it around in the light, staring at it with her one good eye. After a moment, she brought it up to her face and gave it a little sniff. Then she stuck out her tongue.

Alyssa grimaced. The feathers were probably perfectly clean. Tenebrael might have a disgusting personality, but she was an angel. Still, just knowing that she brushed her wings all over dead bodies while eating souls made Alyssa’s toes curl. And ugh… I brushed one against my cheek, she thought, rubbing her face self-consciously. The only consolation was where Alyssa had gotten them. Tenebrael touched corpses with the tips of her wings while Alyssa had grabbed the angel at around shoulder height.

“They’re yours,” Alyssa said after a few more minutes of Tzheitza inspecting the feather. “I don’t know how much use you’ll get out of them, but maybe it would be fun to see if they can do anything.”

“I’ll have to think of an efficient test to use as little material as possible.” Tzheitza stood, scooping up all the remaining feathers on her way. “For now, ye should get some sleep.”

“But the supply room—”

“I got it. Ye don’t know where to put things away. And yer still injured. If the Taker shows, yer gonna be dead weight. Sleep while you can.”

“You’re injured too.”

“Naw. It’s been a week for me. Just got little scars left. A bit of self-medicating and I’ll be fully fixed before yer arm. Especially if you ain’t gettin’ rest. So sleep. There ain’t much left to clean up anyway.”

Alyssa sighed, but nodded. She didn’t say anything as Tzheitza left the room with her bundle of feathers, closing the door behind her. Even with that advice, she couldn’t just lie down and sleep. She was far too awake at the moment. Maybe she could write for a while. She had a few notes to add to her notebooks, though she wasn’t sure if she should try writing with a broken arm or with a burned hand… Maybe it was best just to do as Tzheitza said and get some sleep.

Or not, Alyssa thought as she noticed a water bottle twitch. It shimmered just as she expected it to. In a second, she had someone else sitting on the opposite end of her bed.

“Hello, Kasita. I was wondering where you disappeared to.”

“Ufu~ I thought I would distract that girl by popping up behind her. But your friends took her down before I could,” she said with a mild pout. “Tenebrael’s feathers?” When Alyssa inclined her head, she nodded. “Thought so. I could tell that they were there, but something was off about them. Like, if I had tried to turn into them, I might have died.”

She could tell that just by looking at them? How would they even kill her? Alyssa shook her head. Magic. It explained everything. “I’m glad you didn’t. I’m glad you’re alive. And alright. I really am sorry about what happened in the Taker’s dungeons.”

Alyssa leaned back against the wall, staring at Kasita. As was usual for when things weren’t going wrong, she looked like an overly beautiful woman. Except her hair was a bit darker. But she looked real, rather than clay. And her form wasn’t changing like the channels on a television. So she was probably back to normal. “What do you like to do, Kasita?”

The mimic tilted her head to one side with an odd expression flickering onto her face. “Do?”

“For fun. You know… like… Do you ever play chess or anything? Does chess exist here?” There had been playing cards on the Brechen Overlook, so they must have some games. But Kasita’s eyes weren’t lighting up with recognition.

“What brought this on?”

“I don’t know. Just wanted to get to know people better. I’ve been basically living with you and Tzheitza for a week and hardly know anything about either of you.”

“Oh?”

“In fact, you probably know more about me than I know of you with how much you’ve followed me around without my knowing.”

“True enough. So you want to know things about me?” Kasita hummed to herself for a moment before nodding her head. “Why not? Never heard of chess. It might be a human thing. But for fun… hum. Ufu~ I once disguised as a farmer’s plow. He hooked me up to some mule and dragged me off to the middle of his field. He looked away for one moment and I was a blade of grass. The look on his face. He had to trudge all the way back to his shed to find his real plow.” She giggled again, but her laugh died off. “Not what you were talking about?”

Alyssa frowned… but shrugged. “Well, I can’t imagine doing that would be very repeatable. Wouldn’t people figure that a mimic is in the area after the first time?”

“Yeah, that’s accurate. Luckily, most farmers don’t have the ability to detect mimics. They would have to hire out some of the Knights Solaris or hope for a passing arcanist. Which aren’t exactly cheap enough for most farmers to hire. At least not over a mimic. Our weakness is well known.”

“That doesn’t mean that you’re harmless. You shot Bercilak’s minion. It knocked you away, but you could probably use a smaller gun with some proper footwork.”

Kasita leaned forward, thrusting her face right next to Alyssa. “Really? Do you have one?”

Alyssa didn’t have anywhere to flee to with her back pressed flat against the wall. Using her burned hand, she gently pushed Kasita back to the other side of the bed. “I don’t have one with me. Both my pistols are identical so that they could use the same ammo. I do have a revolver, but I think it has more recoil than the pistols.”

“But there are smaller ones? How do… how do I get one?”

“Uh… I could get one if you have a way of teleporting, traveling extremely quickly, or… basically just those two things. On foot, it would take a full month to get one and get back.” Though getting a new shotgun might make the trip worth it. Alyssa was kind of hoping that a blacksmith could repair her damaged one. It didn’t need to be perfect so long as the parts that were supposed to come out came out and the parts that weren’t didn’t.

A month was not what Kasita wanted to hear. She slumped backward with a frown on her face. “Oh.”

“But you aren’t just dangerous because of that!” Alyssa said quickly, trying to cheer up the suddenly depressed mimic. “You can use magic, right? You used that contract spell. Surely you can use more dangerous magics too. That’s just paper, not a heavy gun.”

“Humans guard their secrets of magic jealously. Any arcanist that matters protects their spells against unwanted hands—which monsters always are. If I tried to touch that princess’ magic book, it would probably explode in my face.”

“Hmm… Maybe we can help each other out. I lost all my spells. I didn’t have many that were valuable, so it isn’t a big loss. But I would like to replace them anyway.” I just need to be absolutely sure what spells do before I use them. And if they do anything abnormal when I cast them. “But I can’t draw out spells with my injuries. You can lift a pen, right?” Pens were practically weightless. Kasita’s nod only encouraged Alyssa. “But you can’t get into the Observatorium. I can. So…”

“I get to keep some cards if I help draw some?”

Alyssa grinned and nodded her head. “Exactly. We help each other out.”

“You would trust me with deadly spells?”

“We’ve been living together for a week. Inside a potion lab. If you haven’t stashed away some poison, I’d be surprised. And you haven’t used it on me so far. You’ve helped me out a lot as well, saving my life from Bercilak and taking my place while following Cid especially. And maybe we can talk while drawing them. Get to know each other better.”

“To be honest, I assumed the potion lady would have protections against tampering with her stores. But… Ufu~ Real spells?” She smiled at herself. “I like this plan. How soon can we start?”

Alyssa opened her mouth, tomorrow on her lips. But she hesitated. While she could go to the Observatorium, taking books home was not among the short list of things she could do there. With a broken arm and a burned hand, she wouldn’t be able to copy spells herself. Maybe she could convince Irulon to scribble a few spells down for her. Except that was just using her. Something Irulon had already vehemently objected to. “I need my phone.”

“What?”

“My phone. It’s a tool I can use to… help with copying spells. But I gave it to Tenebrael.” Alyssa ground her teeth together. That stupid angel. She had to be deliberately avoiding Alyssa. It was the only explanation. Even the Message spell hadn’t worked. Or rather, the spell seemed to have worked, but Tenebrael never showed up. “I need a dead body. A fresh one. Like someone that’s dying as I’m staring at them.”

“There’s plenty of humans wandering around the city. I’m sure you could find one that won’t be missed.”

Shooting the mimic a glare just made Kasita shrug. “I’m not shooting some random person. I need a… hospital? Does this city have a hospital? Or maybe public executions.” Distasteful, but it would work. The people would die anyway whether or not she contacted Tenebrael because of them.

“The Waterhole—”

“Nope. Even if they take someone behind the building and slice their throat every hour on the hour, I don’t want to go anywhere near Waters Street’s territory. Not until I’m far better prepared.” And maybe not even then if I can help it. “I’ll ask Tzheitza in the morning. Being a medicine supplier, she’ll know where people are dying.”
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                Hospitals did not exist. At least not in the way that Alyssa thought of them. To her, a hospital was a big building with patients inside. Said patients generally received care for injuries and illnesses. When they couldn’t get treatment, they were made comfortable as long as possible. Dozens of doctors and nurses would run around trying to deduce and fix problems, each with their own specialties ranging from brain surgeries to general practices.

Nothing like that existed within Lyria or, as far as she could tell, the whole world. Tzheitza had looked almost confused when Alyssa had been describing modern hospitals. Sick or injured people here either had their own home remedies that had been passed down through their family, usually some herbal treatments or religious prayer, or they went to people like Tzheitza. While potions could have a wide variety of effects from freezing a room to a gas that would corrode anything it touched, the majority of a potioneer’s clientele bought medicinal products.

A fair amount of what Tzheitza made were just placebos; mashed earthworms applied to a bruise every morning for a week wasn’t going to do anything that time didn’t already have in hand, but it made people think they had control over their own healing. However, she had a number of actual cures as well, that blue potion that fixed her bones and flesh among them. Tzheitza, all on her own, had apparently invented a paste that numbed the mouth, making her an extremely popular person to go to when people needed rotten teeth pulled.

There were magical cures as well, though it seemed that healing spells tended to work more on sickness than injury. The spells were Rank Five and up as well, making them both rare and far more expensive than the potions Tzheitza could offer. So most people stuck with potion makers or home remedies no matter what.

Which was all well and good, except it meant that people who succumbed to their injuries and illnesses did so inside their homes, rather than a singular location somewhere in the city. Just wandering aimlessly wouldn’t get her any closer to finding Tenebrael. Maybe someone would die while she was out, but probably not. Even if they did, that angel could easily pop into being inside the home without any sign that she was there, leaving Alyssa to walk right past unknowingly.

There were a few… compounds outside the city that did have sick people. Bedehouses. Some kind of cross between a hospital and a church where the only cure was prayer. Few actually walked out. Apparently the ill were less patients and more inmates. The only care they got was after death. Heavily cloaked and masked workers went in periodically and dragged out the bodies to be burned.

It sounded like exactly what Alyssa needed. Except…

“Do not go to the bedehouse, Alyssa. Do you understand me? Am I speaking clear enough for you?”

“You don’t have to talk like that if you don’t want to, Tzheitza. I can understand you. Most of the time.”

Tzheitza reached out, clapping a hand down on Alyssa’s shoulder. Her thumb pressed hard into Alyssa’s clavicle. “I speak clearly because I worry you are considering something foolish. Entering the bedehouse is akin to putting your head in a dragon’s maw. Maybe it ain’t gonna bite down, but do you want to take that chance? It is a domain of despair. No one within has any hope. It ain’t a sight ye want to see. Trust me.”

Dead bodies disturbed Alyssa. They probably did the same to just about anyone. But she could stomach it. She had to. Watching someone die would probably be easier without her being the one to kill them. And sick people who were dying anyway and couldn’t have anything done for them might take some solace in knowing that their deaths would have worth to at least one person. Which was an extremely morbid way to think about it… but it wasn’t like Alyssa could help them. She didn’t know how to make potions. Trying to cast magic meant to cure them might just kill them with the strange way some magics acted around her. Maybe mundane penicillin or vaccines could help, but she didn’t know how to make those either. If she had her phone back and could find guides on the internet, she might be able to help. But it was a catch twenty-two. No phone without dead people. No cure for dying people without her phone.

Tzheitza increased the pressure on Alyssa’s shoulder, eliciting a wince. “I see you there, thinking about ignoring me. If you go to a bedehouse, you won’t be allowed in my shop again. I won’t allow it. Ye haberin fool will get my shop condemned as a plague house. Wind up with gettin me killed too.”

All thoughts of leaving for a bedehouse fell by the wayside as Tzheitza let go of Alyssa’s shoulder. She rubbed at it a little, but only idly. Her thoughts were solely on what the potioneer said. “Is it really that bad?”

“Oh, aye. It’s that bad. Ye walked around the city. Ye’ve seen the buildings with the metal shutters blocking off windows and doors. Like that fake house ye followed that ganger into.”

Having spent a week delivering potions for Tzheitza, Alyssa actually had a decent exploratory coverage over the city. There had been a few buildings like that. Most of them had been in the poorer northern and western sections of the city, but she distinctly remembered that one building down the market alley. That had been in the more affluent part of the eastern districts, though that alley hadn’t been the brightest place.

“Those are plague houses. When someone first gets sick, they might be able to hide it and avoid going to a bedehouse. But the later stages always turn… gruesome. Entire families have been sealed off from the outside world. Adults. Children. Doesn’t matter. If there is even a chance of late-stage infection, they’ll be locked up for months just to ensure that everything inside is dead. Either an arcanist or my potions will raze the building after, just to be doubly sure that the dead stay dead. Otherwise… ye heard of Owlcroft?”

“No?”

“Of course not.” Tzheitza spoke as if she had expected that answer. Which she should have since Alyssa had explicitly told her that she was from far away. “It used to be one of the largest farmsteads, just over west of Lyria. Used to. We don’t go there anymore. In the span of a week, the plague infected all two-hundred farmhands and spread to two neighboring villages after deliveries of food reached them. If an outbreak happened in the city, it would be a disaster.”

“Wait. Stop for one second. You said you have to make sure that the dead stay dead. Are you telling me… there are zombies wandering around a giant farm?”

Tzheitza shook her head. “Necromancers raise zombies all the time. No big deal. Not always enemies, but easy to deal with if they are. No. The plague doesn’t raise the dead. But it doesn’t kill everyone infected. It’s the ones that survive the initial infection that you have to worry about. They begin calling to Her.”

That was the part where she stopped talking. That part. Possibly the most important part. Alyssa mentally groaned. This was going to be another one of those things that everyone knew about but she had to ask. For a moment, she considered not asking. Irulon knew that she wasn’t from this world now. Asking her about common knowledge wouldn’t be strange in the slightest. But who knew when they would next meet. Alyssa wasn’t really planning on heading over to the Observatorium until she either had a phone or properly working hands. The bee oil, or whatever it was that Tzheitza had been treating her burns with, was working marvelously, but not fast enough for her tastes. The Taker could be after her right this moment and she still couldn’t effectively fight him off. Though she had reequipped her pistols, just in case.

So, not wanting the curiosity hanging over her until she could find Irulon, Alyssa looked up to Tzheitza and said, “Her?”

“Figures ye don’t know.” Tzheitza picked up a stone mortar that she had been using to grind a black feather into powder before grabbing Alyssa’s shoulder. Even though it looked like fine dust, she still picked up the pestle and started grinding more. “Her. The Demon of the Underworld. Just speaking Her name can be dangerous. Owlcroft is now a black pit leading directly to the Underworld thanks to the plague—Her plague. Arcanists are trying to close it, but I don’t think they’ve succeeded so far. Don’t help none that lesser demons keep climbing out to attack anything in sight.”

“So demons come from the Underworld.” Although Irulon had insisted that Alyssa had come from there, she had never actually asked what the place was. So it was basically Hell? Alyssa opened her mouth to ask if demons were always completely evil, only to realize that an answer from Tzheitza would undoubtedly be biased. Asking Kasita would probably give her a more accurate answer. “And this Her is their queen or god or something?”

“Or something,” Tzheitza grumbled. “One of the original Monster Lords. Escaped the First City’s destruction because she and her kind get along with other monsters about as well as they get along with humans.”

“Not at all, I take it.”

“An understatement. There was a war between Her and the Monster Lords that resulted in Her being banished to the Underworld. She’s been trying to escape ever since. The plague opening the pit was seen as a sign of the end times… but nothing has come of it so far. She hasn’t climbed out like her minions. No one knows why, but no one wants to risk another pit opening.”

“Hasn’t because she won’t or because she can’t?”

“A question for them arcanists, not me. All I know is that the guild was hired to send a team down. None of them returned… human. All exhibited signs of the plague, though not the deadly version.”

“Changed to demons. And they were killed?”

Tzheitza’s hands stilled. It only lasted a moment. If Alyssa hadn’t been paying attention, she might not have noticed the brief pause in the grinding noise. A deep breath followed that pause. “It was one of my last duties before I retired. That might have been where Tommik became the Taker… the look on his face as he ignored their begging…” She took in a sharp breath, scrunching up her lips like she had licked a particularly sour lemon. “Though none of us realized at the time.”

Alyssa kept carefully still. There were at least three different bombs in that one sentence and she wasn’t sure she wanted to comment on any of them. First, being told to kill what would undoubtedly be former comrades. The Taker had apparently enjoyed it a bit too much. And… they had begged? Had they been in the process of changing into something more monstrous? Or were they fully aware humans whose bodies had somehow been changed but were otherwise the same. That might be a question that Tzheitza asked herself. Alyssa kept her mouth shut. Not wanting to bring up bad memories, she changed the topic slightly.

“But wait, if survivors of this plague try to… summon this Her or whatever, why are they kept alive in the bedehouse? Similarly, why are they locked up inside their houses instead of being killed?”

“The plague, when it doesn’t kill them, changes them. Partially demonic. Hard to kill. Easier to starve. Worse, arcanists like to poke at them. Hence the bedehouse.” Her grinding stopped. “Haberin idiots.”

“How does the plague spread?” Alyssa asked, a bad feeling welling. “Is it airborne? Blood contact? Saliva or other mucus? Sexual? Fleas or parasites?”

Tzheitza shook her head.

“You don’t know.” Maybe it was none of the above. A magical plague could spread through magic. Through some esoteric whims of the creator. “Would it be bad if I had seen one of these metal shutters pried back, blood and meat leaking from the hole, and a dog eating said blood and meat?”

Whirling around, Tzheitza dropped the mortar, spilling a bit of the black powder as it hit the counter top. “Did—Did it touch ye. Did ye touch it?”

“No! No. The dog ran off down the alley.”

“Whereabouts?”

“The market in the eastern section of the city, down a back alley. Right next door to a place called Madame Webb’s Fine Threads… which was a nightmare to find, but it was right across the way from another tailor shop… uh. Clot’s Cloths? Or something like that. I saw it the day I brought Cid back here.” It felt like forever ago, but it had really only been two days.

Tzheitza grabbed a jar off the shelf and quickly dumped the feather powder into it. As soon as she sealed the top, she grabbed her potion bandoleer. “Wait here. I will be back soon.”

“Where are you going?”

“Need to alert the guard of a containment breach.”

“Shouldn’t I come show you where it was?”

“They’ll know. Ain’t so many plague houses that ye have to lead us around. Especially among the rich. Just stay away from any plague houses and the bedehouses. Ye should stick back and slather some ointment on yer burns.”

She left. Bandoleer over her shoulder, Tzheitza slipped into a pair of boots and trudged out of the potion shop at speed. Given that it was still right in the middle of the day, prime time for customers to meander in, this was probably something that Alyssa should have mentioned the other day.

But how could I have known.

Every time she found out something new about this world, whether it was the plague, the gang, the murderers involved with the gang, the slaves both state-sponsored and underground—the stupid angel getting worshiped, or any number of other things, every time something new popped up it just ticked her off more. Someone really needed to fix everything. Theoretically, Alyssa had at least some of Irulon’s ear… but the princess was a monster in human skin. Even if Alyssa went and drafted up some societal reforms, it was doubtful that Irulon would listen. At least, not so long as it didn’t benefit her in some way.

Irulon had older brothers and a father as well, all of whom seemed to have more of a direct handle on actually managing their people. But honestly, they didn’t seem all that great either. Brakkt dressed like an evil overlord and had threatened torture and death upon an otherwise innocent fairy. Maybe that was warranted, maybe not. Irulon’s other brothers, Alyssa didn’t know much about, but she did know that at least one younger sibling was absolutely insane and actually looked up to one of the more prolific murderers in the city. Their father had several wives. Possibly as many as one wife per child. And that was literally all Alyssa knew about the man who supposedly presided over all others. That might be a good thing. Or, at least, not a bad thing. Polygamy offended her sensibilities, but it was perfectly normal here for all she knew. However, the fact that she knew nothing else about the city’s ruler probably meant that he wasn’t all that invested in the people, content to sit atop the palace and play the fiddle as the city burned down around him.

That might be a bit melodramatic. Really, Alyssa was just irritated with it all. There were nobles, but she didn’t have any evidence that they would be any better. Rather the opposite. Aziz had been a noble before his death. One that had been kicked out of his house for being bad at magic. That didn’t exactly speak to a kind and compassionate family.

“You haven’t moved for nearly three minutes now. Something on your mind?”

Turning, Alyssa found Kasita leaning against the front counter. Or rather, she didn’t so much as lean as she draped herself over it. Her mannerisms were strange as always. Dragging her finger through some of the spilled powder, it disappeared as if she were a vacuum cleaner. Holding that same finger over the mortar and pestle, the black dust just fell from inside her skin, rejoining the rest.

Alyssa raised an eyebrow, but answered her question as well. “I am just frustrated. I have all these assumptions about how the world should work, but every little thing that crops up just throws my assumptions in my face.” Taking a deep breath through her nose, Alyssa let it out slowly. “Did you find anything?”

“Don’t want to talk about your problems? And, more importantly, what you are going to do to rectify them?”

“That’s just the thing. I don’t know what I can do. So no. I would rather focus on problems I can solve. Like reacquiring my cell phone. Asking Tzheitza about hospitals was pretty much a bust, though apparently there is a plague ridden hospice outside the city if I get desperate. So please tell me that you had a bit more luck.”

“Ufu~ I don’t know how much luck factors into it. I merely used logic and deduction to make my own luck, I suppose.”

Alyssa looked up, excited for the first time since Tzheitza said that she had no idea what a hospital was. “Well?”

“I’m not sure if you know this, but a week ago, there was a rather large battle. A battle in which several people were injured. Their injuries ranged from minor scrapes, knocks on the head, broken bones, all the way to deep gouges, amputated limbs, and heavy infection. The city is trying to treat the survivors at a large camp near the Northgate Barracks. A good number have already been released… or have already died. But it was a large battle and there were many injured. Two succumbed to their wounds while I was there earlier today and one other looked pretty close.”

“That’s great news!” Alyssa said before she could actually think about what she said. “I mean… for us. Not so much… You know what? Never mind.” Thinking about it a moment longer gave her a queasy feeling in her stomach, but she couldn’t let that stop her. “Shall we head over now?” Hopefully someone would die soon. Or… Alyssa couldn’t help but scowl at herself. She felt guilty for looking forward to someone’s death.

Kasita turned away from Alyssa, glancing around the shop. “Alone?”

“You are coming too, aren’t you?”

“If the Taker returns, I won’t be much of a defense for you. His blades will pass through my form with little resistance. Perhaps it would be best to recruit one of the humans? Where did that potion lady go? Or Oz?”

“Tzheitza ran off to deal with some plague thing. And I’d rather keep them out of the Tenebrael matters as much as possible. Heresy and all that.”

“The shop is probably being watched. They’ll know we left.”

“Northgate Barracks is a military instillation and isn’t far. There will be plenty of guards around. If Waters Street wants to attack there, tell them to be my guests. I’ll leave a note for Tzheitza telling her where we went.”

“If you’re sure…” Kasita hesitated a moment, giving time for Alyssa to say something. But the air remained silent. Nodding her head and shoving off from the counter, the mimic said, “Very well. I had hoped it wouldn’t be necessary to return. I was in the room with the second man when he died. Just like the other night, I could feel something. Some presence in the air. I couldn’t see it the way you see things, but it was there. Only spent a second in the room—I barely realized it was there before it was gone, though I did try to call out. Nothing answered.”

“Yeah, well, Tenebrael is a bitch.”

            

    
        014.002 The Demon Angel Brings - Doctors of Death

    
    
    
    
                “Stop stop stop! What are you doing?” Alyssa tugged at her hair, feeling like she was going insane. “You just changed his bandages! He has a festering, pus-filled wound! You didn’t even rinse off your hands before going to tend to the next poor man.”

Everything about this place reeked of the start of an epidemic. Figuratively and just possibly literally. The field hospital, which definitely was not worthy of the name, was little more than a single-room building with a dirt floor. Honestly, it looked like they had taken over some stables and hadn’t bothered cleaning before kicking the horses out. The floor was dirt and half the injured were lying on beds of straw that looked more like feeding troughs. The other half were lying straight on the floor. Apparently there were not enough beds to go around.

Not hygienic in the slightest. Though honestly, the beds were far from the worst part about the hospital. Neither was the fetid stench. She didn’t know how these people, doctors or patients, could stand to stay in the room. It did not have enough ventilation.

First of all, the injured men outnumbered the makeshift beds. Maybe thirty of the hay-stuffed troughs were spaced around the room. There was about a person and a half for each. Roughly forty to fifty people lay in varying states of health on the dirt floor. Many, especially those on the floor, had ragged blankets wrapped around them. Being right in the middle of the day, Alyssa didn’t know how they could stand that. The wooden building did little to keep out the heat of the sun. Once it turned night, the walls probably wouldn’t do much to keep in the heat.

From what she could tell, there was an average of three limbs per person in this room. And that included herself, Kasita, and the doctors in the average.

One man who had some wrappings tied around his bare chest turned on his side and spewed out brownish red liquid from his mouth, filling the room with a vile odor. It splashed onto a spot on the floor that clearly had seen such an occurrence before. Another man on the floor, already significantly closer to the next bed over, pressed himself up against the wooden sides of another bed to get as far away from the vomiting man as possible. As for the vomiting man, Alyssa didn’t know what was wrong with him. He had a thick layer of sweat covering every bit of exposed skin. The bandages around his waist and chest had clearly been white at one point in time, but were now encrusted with an orange color with whatever bodily fluids had seeped into them. His arms were withered almost to the point of being nothing more than skin and bones. Given that he had presumably been a soldier just a week ago, he had atrophied far too fast to be normal. The red in his vomit was probably a sign of some kind of internal bleeding, but Alyssa only knew some basic first aid, not in depth medicine. Even had she been an experienced doctor, she might still not know what was wrong with him given the simple fact that magic existed. For all she knew, this was the effect of the goblin poison Oz had mentioned.

There were… Alyssa wasn’t sure if they were nurses, doctors, or just random people from off the streets. Whatever their profession, they were men and women just trying to make the injured men more comfortable. Alyssa couldn’t tell if they had no medical training at all or if medical training in this world was just that abysmal. Three, including the older man she had just been shouting at, ran off to deal with the vomit in what was clearly a routine. None wore gloves. Which shocked Alyssa at first, but given the lack of latex in this world, fluids and bacteria would probably just cling to anything they wore more than their bare skin. Of course, the point was moot when none of them bothered to wash their hands.

Alyssa marched on over as well, though she was sure to keep a slight distance between herself and everything else. Tzheitza had been concerned about her catching some demonic plague, but here, she was bound to catch a mundane one. One of the three doctors had grabbed a bucket and was in the process of shoveling the detritus off the floor. The other two were trying to steady the man who vomited. A tremor in his body shook his shoulders violently enough that it took both people to hold him down. Some kind of seizure?

“You,” she said to the man shoveling vomit. “What is wrong with him?” She wasn’t talking about the seizure patient. He was probably going to die soon. Hopefully, even. Not to be morbid or self-centered, but having his soul eaten by Tenebrael would almost certainly be a mercy compared to what he was going through. That she would benefit from his death at the same time was hardly a consideration.

No, Alyssa gestured to the man on the floor. He looked well. Good even. His skin wasn’t pale or sickly. His muscles were still quite intact. If not for him missing one leg below the knee, she would have wondered why he wasn’t standing guard outside.

The doctor glanced down then back up to Alyssa, looking at her like she was an idiot. “His whole foot’s off.”

“Yes. I can see that. My eyes are entirely functional. Is he sick? Does he have a high fever? Is his amputation festering with infection?”

“It isn’t.” The doctor didn’t answer. The soldier did. “I feel fine, all things considered.”

Alyssa looked down to him. “Are you in pain?”

He pressed his lips together, eyes hard.

Pride? Ugh. “It’s fine if you’re in pain. Your leg is off. It would be strange if you weren’t in pain. How about this question then: When your bandages are changed, is there yellowish or greenish pus? Inflammation?”

He shook his head.

“And are they giving you anything for the pain? Something that couldn’t be delivered to the barracks next door?” For her second question, Alyssa turned to the doctor. The moment she saw them about to answer in the negatives, she just about lost her mind. “Then why is he still here? Why wasn’t he moved the first time you had to shovel vomit off the floor? Even if you needed him nearby, even if he couldn’t move his littlest finger, you should have shoved him off in some corner. If his leg—”

“We are trying to work here. You said you were looking for someone, but all you’ve done is disturb the patients.”

Alyssa. Wanted. To. Scream. “I’ve disturbed the patients? You’ve—”

A hand clamped down over Alyssa’s mouth, cutting off her raised voice. “I’m sorry,” Alyssa’s voice said from behind her. “I’m afraid my sister has become distraught at seeing so many injured hu— people. Please, carry on. I’ll talk to her.”

The older doctor glared, but he didn’t say a word as Kasita dragged Alyssa a few steps away.

“Do I need to remind you, sister, why we are here?” she hissed once they were a safe distance away. “Do you want to get kicked out?”

“I don’t understand what led these doctors to believe that their efforts are doing any kind of good. Why is that man even still here?”

“Maybe one of the others is a friend of his. He’s giving them support. Not our business nor our problem.”

“Then he would be better off giving his support from afar. All they’re doing is risking infection, crowding up an already crowded room, and putting other patients at risk.”

Kasita frowned, leaning against the wall next to the door out of the field hospital. The face she wore at the moment was nearly identical to Alyssa’s. Darker skin, brown hair, brown eyes, and a much more reasonable chest size compared to her usual. It was still larger than Alyssa’s, but not as big as her usual form. Kasita and Alyssa weren’t exactly the same—they were sisters, not clones—but someone passing by would see an obvious familial resemblance in an instant. Alyssa wasn’t sure why the mimic had chosen to go out like this. Kasita could appear as just about anything. It would have been a trivial matter to turn into a bracelet or even just a friend rather than a family member.

Alyssa hadn’t complained more than the token comment about how creepy it was to look at herself walking around. According to Kasita, a family member displaying obvious familiarity with another would be less likely to be checked for mimics than a random person showing up. Which didn’t make much sense to Alyssa. She was a random person who had shown up and no one had accused her of being a mimic.

“Risk is good,” Kasita said after a moment of silence. Her voice was a quiet whisper, not loud enough to be heard more than a step away. None of the doctors nor their patients would be able to understand a thing. “If these humans are killing their patients, then we just need to sit around and wait. We’re here for the dying, after all.”

“We’re here for one dying person. Not all of them.” Alyssa pointedly gazed at the man who had just vomited. The two who had been holding him down weren’t anymore. His seizures had stopped for the moment. They occupied their time just dabbing at the sweat covering his face. “It probably won’t be long for that one.” It was a wild guess. Not being a medical professional, Alyssa really couldn’t tell for sure. But he did not look good in the slightest. His seizure must have torn open his wounds again. Where his bandages had been crusty and orange, dark, almost black blood was spreading over the once white cloth. And still the two attending him just stood around wiping at his sweat. Had they given up completely?

The bucket man walked past them, opening the door and leaving the hospital with his bucket in tow. He didn’t say a word. He didn’t even give them the mildest of glances.

“Is this typical after a battle?”

“Don’t know. Haven’t participated in many human conflicts. Even if I wanted to, I’m not any use.”

“Nonsense. You’re probably more valuable than any single soldier. All you would need to do is slip behind enemy lines and report on troop movements, plans, leader positions, and equipment. And if you wind up sabotaging supplies, that could be huge. Even just impersonating an officer for a moment and sending some of the enemies off into an ambush could mean the difference between victory and defeat.”

“Yes, well, that relies on them not checking for mimics or other monsters. Something that I understand is quite common for exactly the reasons you’re proposing.”

So Kasita kept claiming. But Alyssa hadn’t seen any evidence of anyone checking. Not at the Observatorium. Not inside the Northgate Barracks or here. That wasn’t to say that Kasita was lying. Surely magic could check for mimics. It was just that she doubted it was as common as Kasita believed. Of course, if all it took was one time, the paranoia might be justified.

“What about monsters? Do elves have hospitals? Either permanent ones or something temporary like this?”

“Don’t know. Haven’t spent much time among the sick and dying. Human or monster. As much as I enjoy human suffering,” she paused to wrinkle her nose, “the smell is disagreeable.”

As she spoke, Alyssa’s scowl deepened. Not at Kasita’s words. She barely heard the mimic. It was the two doctors, leaving their seizure patient that prompted her frown. They barely wiped their hands on their aprons before moving to another patient. One of them glanced in her direction while wiping her hands only to snap her head forward the second she met Alyssa’s eyes. Which just made her scowl more. It felt… suspicious. Wrong.

Hanlon’s Razor. Never attribute to malice that which can be adequately explained by stupidity. It certainly fit in this situation. People of this world were geniuses sometimes, but utter idiots other times. They built these great towers and the giant palace. But they couldn’t start a fire without magic. Given how abysmal medical knowledge had been on Earth until the twentieth century, a society like this couldn’t be expected to have anything resembling good practices.

But there was a corollary to Hanlon’s Razor. Namely, but don’t rule out malice. The city had just been attacked by a few shadowy operatives who sought to take out key targets in order to weaken the city enough to actually march an army down here to conquer it all. Who was to say that they didn’t have other shadowy operatives running around deliberately sabotaging recovery efforts.

Granted, it seemed a bit foolish to kill off injured soldiers who were almost certainly out of commission permanently. Unless, of course, they were going to get their limbs regrown or replaced. That seemed a bit of a stretch though. Even for Tzheitza’s blue potion. But there was just something about the way the one doctor glanced in her direction. It was like she knew she was doing something wrong.

“Kasita?” Alyssa said in a voice even softer than their earlier whispers. The mimic actually had to lean forward. Her volume wasn’t helped by the way Alyssa turned her head to stare at the seizure patient. “What are the symptoms of the plague?”

As it turned out, monsters were just as concerned with the plague as humans, though it didn’t seem to affect most monsters. Elves, mostly. Which might mean their physiology was more than superficially similar to that of humans. It also meant that demons were almost certainly bad news for everyone, not just humans.

“He doesn’t have the plague,” Kasita said, matching Alyssa’s tone. “His eyes are blue. That’s the first thing to change whether he survives and changes or dies.”

“Could it—”

The door hit the wall with a thud. It made Kasita jump slightly… or maybe she jumped knowing that if she had been leaning against the wall on the other side of the doorway, she would have been smashed. It wouldn’t have hurt her, of course, but it would have been a bit difficult to explain.

Especially to the person marching into the room.

Captain Oxart strode in like she owned the place—she probably came closest to owning it out of anyone. And she did not look happy. Her gaze swept around the room before coming to a stop on Alyssa. Behind her, the doctor who had left with the bucket only moments ago leaned forward and whispered something in her ear. That something made the captain’s lips press together.

“You again,” she said, tone much more akin to when Alyssa and Ipo had interrupted her paperwork than the pleasant conversational tone during Alyssa’s occasional potion deliveries. “If Tzheitza sent you, you should have come to me. None here are authorized to accept potions. You certainly shouldn’t be disturbing my men.” Her eyes flicked over to Kasita. “And who is this?”

“My sister, Kasita.” The answer came surprisingly automatically. It was also the easier point to address. Alyssa’s eyes flicked to the doctor over Oxart’s shoulder. She really didn’t like the way he was just standing there, right behind the captain, watching with his sunken eyes. “Can we speak privately for a moment?”

Oxart narrowed her eyes, but nodded. She didn’t even need to say a word. Turning her head slightly toward the doctor was enough to send him moving around her to resume seeing to the patients, though Alyssa did note that he kept his eyes on them more than the injured. “What is it?”

“We came here looking for Ipo.”

“We heard he was here,” Kasita added in.

“Guardsman Ipo was not injured in the attack. He was never here. Or, if he was, it was only to visit another of my men.”

“Right. And we would have left once we saw him not here… but…” Alyssa licked her lips and resumed the soft whisper she had been using with Kasita. “How well do you know the… attendants here?”

Once again, Oxart looked around the room. This time, she paused ever so slightly on each of the doctors. When she locked eye contact with Alyssa, she looked more confused than angry. “I don’t see anything suspicious. What are you trying to tell me?”

“Well, it’s just that… They’re…” Alyssa took a deep breath, glancing to Kasita for support.

The mimic just smiled and shrugged her shoulders.

So much for that.

“When we first met, I told you I was a traveler. That is true, but what I didn’t say was that I am not a willing traveler. I arrived here through magical accident and have been searching for a way home, a place called America. Nobody else has heard of it, so I will be surprised if you have. But that’s not the point. The point is that we are extremely magic deprived. We don’t even have potions. At least, not like you know them. We’ve had to make do with more mundane methods of survival.

“Because of this, we have extensively researched the human body and everything that can cause harm to us. From simple cuts and scrapes, general illnesses, all the way to the most vicious diseases and even which parts of the brain do what. More importantly, we’ve devised methods to treat and cure just about everything that can possibly go wrong.” Alyssa looked over to where one of the doctors had started changing bandages. He took off the old ones and dropped them into a bucket before pulling new ones from a basket. All without washing his hands between, of course. “Frankly, every single person here would have been fired for gross incompetence, barred from working in any medical capacity for the rest of their lives, and, because of the military nature of the situation, likely investigated under suspicions of deliberate sabotage and possibly treason.”

“Treason,” Oxart said, voice hard as stone and just as cold. “These are good people. I’ve known Banfry for years.” She nodded ever so slightly toward one of the doctors. Which exactly, Alyssa didn’t bother trying to figure out.

“Yes.” Alyssa ran her fingers through her hair. “I am sure they mean well if you know them… but that doesn’t change the fact that they are doing more harm than good. They are potentially killing your men, Captain Oxart.”

She sucked in a sharp breath. “You think you can do better?”

“No. No I don’t. I was a… lumber hauler. But I know enough to know that, at the very least, they need to be washing their hands before and after… everything. Every single thing. There are little… monsters that live in all of us. They can’t think, so maybe they don’t count as monsters. My people called them bacteria. But anyway, they’re small enough that you can’t see them without special equipment and they can hurt us. Most of the time, our bodies fight them off naturally, but when we’re injured, they can make us very sick. And they can spread. If that doctor over there touches a patient’s injuries and then just wipes his hands on his shirt before moving on to the next, the second patient can get the bacteria passed on to them when they might otherwise not have it.

“And it’s more than just washing hands. If possible, everyone should be given private rooms. If not, they at least need to be separated from each other enough so that when that guy,” Alyssa paused to point, “throws up, it doesn’t get all over the poor guy on the floor between him and the next bed. That can transfer bacteria as well.”

Alyssa took a deep breath, feeling something like an idiot. She knew what she was saying was right, if heavily dumbed down, but the look she was getting from Oxart, a woman undoubtedly more worldly experienced than Alyssa—especially regarding this world—was not an encouraging one.

“Monsters,” she said, tone flat. “Living inside us.”

“Yes—No…” Alyssa slapped her forehead with a groan. “They’re single celled—which probably doesn’t mean anything to you. But we’re made up of millions—”

“Captain.” Kasita cut in, actually stepping forward to partially block Alyssa and Oxart off from each other. “I don’t know you, but you’re well decorated,” she said with a gesture toward the almost trench-coat-like uniform that Oxart wore and the few shiny bits of metal attached to her chest. “Presumably knowledgeable about many monsters as well, right?”

“Your point?”

“Then you should be well aware that monsters come in many shapes and sizes. Not all of which have been cataloged with the guild, though maybe your books are different than those our people had. Still, who is to say that an unknown monster can’t be hiding right under everyone’s nose?” She smiled a bright, almost too-wide smile.

“Thank you sister!” Alyssa said in a hurry, putting an arm on Kasita’s shoulder and slightly pulling her back before she could give herself away. “Forgive Kasita, she is a little overeager. But she isn’t exactly wrong. Like I said, they aren’t quite monsters. But like she said, there are millions of creatures that most people haven’t even discovered yet. Even my people, well versed in all this, were discovering new—”

One of the doctors shouted out, garnering the attention of the others. All three of them rushed over to the poor man who had just been vomiting. He shook again. Another seizure. But where his movements had been quite violent earlier, now they were weak, barely shaking tremors. Two held him down again. The third came over and mostly just looked at him. As if he didn’t know what to do.

To be fair, Alyssa didn’t know what to do either. Except that he should be turned on his side to prevent him from drowning on his own vomit. Although, at this point, that might be more of a mercy than anything else.

The third doctor leaned back and moved to a corner of the room where a number of supplies were stored. Fresh linen and such. He took a small jar off a shelf. It had something in it. Something small, black, and a bit shiny. Whatever it was moved as well. Not just because he shook the jar taking it off the shelf, but under its own power. It was alive.

He pulled the cork off the jar and slammed the opening down right on the patient’s arm. Which gave Alyssa a clear view of just what was inside.

“A leech,” Alyssa said in disbelief. An actual leech. It latched on to the man’s arm and started undulating. No wonder the man was so emaciated. “If I’m ever injured, please do not take me to a place like this,” she whispered to Kasita. At this moment, she felt so grateful to have made contact with Tzheitza. The potioneer might have backwards theories on medicine, but at least she also had magical potions that actually worked.

Though, she did remember reading a thread on the internet recently that mentioned some modern medicinal uses for leeches. What those uses actually were slipped her mind. Regardless, she didn’t think seizure treatment was among them. And it had been on the internet, making its validity suspect.

Whatever the doctor had been hoping the leech would accomplish obviously did not pan out for him. The seizure did subside, but so did the rise and fall of the patient’s chest with each labored breath.

The female doctor looked across to her colleague and shook her head slightly as she released the patient’s shoulders. Two of her fingers were pressed firmly against the patient’s neck. Checking for a pulse? At least they had that going for them. Alyssa still wouldn’t want to be under their care.

Alyssa found herself with a renewed interest in medical magics. And to figure out how much it would actually cost to get Tzheitza to make her a vial of that blue healing potion. Anything she could do to take care of herself over being subjected to barbaric practices. Once she had her phone back, she might spend a little time looking into homemade medicines. Penicillin was just bread mold, right? Surely a guide existed on the internet of how to refine it into something useful.

As for her phone… Alyssa moved a few steps closer to the body. Tenebrael hadn’t ever appeared the instant someone died, but Alyssa wanted to be ready. If needed, she would be tackling the angel to the ground to keep her from running off.

“Ufu~”

Alyssa’s eyes widened at that giggle. She just about rushed over to clamp her own hand over the mimic’s mouth. But she didn’t want to move further away from the corpse. Instead, she just ground her teeth and clenched her fists, hoping that Kasita wasn’t about to do something that would give her away.

“Even if you don’t believe in tiny monsters, keeping your men together like this can only harm morale when one inevitably succumbs to the void.”

“Thank you, Kasita. But perhaps not the time.” How long had it been before Tenebrael had shown at the other deaths? Less than a minute for the first burglar back on Earth, but she had said that she had been running late. Svotty had been long enough for her to kill the guard and order Bacco and Cid around a bit. Probably a minute or two at the least. The troll? More than that, but it had been an extremely busy night, presumably.

It took a full minute, but she spotted it. There! A black feather! Two. Three. A dozen of them.

Tenebrael appeared in the room just at the foot of the patient’s bed, scattering more feathers everywhere with her appearance. They disappeared the second they came into contact with anything solid, save for Alyssa, but Alyssa didn’t have eyes for any one of them. Her focus was on the angel’s back. The black feathered wings were already diving toward the corpse. Like with the festival, she didn’t even seem aware that Alyssa was standing a step away.

So Alyssa took another step forward and gripped the angel’s wrist like a vice.
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                Touching Tenebrael caught the demonic angel’s attention. Her pure white eyes met Alyssa’s. “My my, Alyssa Meadows! What are you doing here?”

Alyssa didn’t answer. Not here. The angel didn’t stop time and she didn’t want to look insane in front of the captain of the guard if at all possible. Just grabbing hold of Tenebrael was bad enough. To anyone else, it might look like she was cupping her hand, but Alyssa could feel the radiance underneath her fingertips as she tightened her hold.

“I’m sorry for your loss, Captain Oxart. And I’m sorry for intruding on your hospital. Let’s leave them in peace, Kasita.”

While Alyssa had been speaking, Tenebrael had been eating. She wouldn’t have felt very guilty about dragging the angel away even had she not, but Tenebrael was less likely to complain now. In fact, she didn’t say a single word, merely content to allow herself to be pulled past Oxart and out of the hospital.

“Wait.”

Alyssa paused, but she didn’t turn even when Oxart walked up inside Tenebrael. Of course, the captain didn’t notice. She kept her hands to herself, but leaned in close. “Could your people have saved that man?”

“Today? I doubt it. A week ago? As I said, my profession was lumber hauling. But I’d like to think he would have had a chance.” Alyssa waited, but the captain didn’t say anything else. “If you would like to speak more, I am staying with Tzheitza. Just ask her if Alyssa is around. Though again, I was not a medical professional. I don’t know how much help I could truly be.”

When Oxart didn’t say anything more, Alyssa started moving. She half expected to be stopped again. But she wasn’t. Oxart turned back to the hospital and disappeared inside.

Hand still around Tenebrael’s wrist and with Kasita at her side, Alyssa headed directly away from the barracks. She tried to look unrushed, like she wasn’t fleeing from the hospital, to anyone who might have been watching her. At the same time, she wanted to get to privacy as soon as possible before Tenebrael stopped humoring her antics.

Something that happened far sooner than Alyssa had expected. She did make it a distance away from the barracks, but Tenebrael stopped moving right in the middle of a street. Alyssa had been about to head down between two homes. But Tenebrael didn’t budge.

“Taking me down a dark alley? Not sure I’m comfortable with that, Alyssa. Bad things happen in alleys. Haven’t you learned that yet?”

The street Tenebrael had stopped in wasn’t extremely busy. It wasn’t a market street. There weren’t any shops at all. The buildings were all residential. Probably homes of the guards that didn’t live in the barracks. Several people were out on the street. One man sat on a chair just outside his front door, plucking at the strings of some kind of harp-lute-hybrid instrument. A woman hung up garments on a clothesline a little further down. A small group loitered not far away, talking quietly. Not everyone looked like they were soldiers, but at least half of the people on the street had the right build. And some of them were looking down at Alyssa and Kasita, probably wondering why they had stopped right in the middle of the road.

“Can you please stop time? Or just take us someplace where we won’t be overheard?” With Kasita here, Alyssa would at least not be talking to herself. People might think it strange that she stopped in the middle of the road to talk to someone who wasn’t doing all that much talking back. If they actually heard what Alyssa wanted to say, things could get far more dicey.

Irulon’s little Alternate Visage spell would have been handy right about now.

“Us? You mean the two of us? Or are you including this relic?”

Alyssa frowned as she glanced at Kasita. Relic? It didn’t matter. “She knows who I’m talking to. Take that as you will.”

The black feathers behind Tenebrael’s back ruffled. “You told her who I am?”

“Was I not supposed to? Maybe you could have stopped by and mentioned that instead of disappearing completely for a week. I tried to contact you, you know? I tried the Message spell. I tried calling out to you. I tried—” Alyssa clamped her mouth shut, pinching her eyes closed. “I tried praying to you. And just admitting that tastes like ash in my mouth.”

“I try not to answer too many prayers. It breeds dependency. Besides, I believe I told you, if you—”

“—ever want to chat, just shoot someone?” Alyssa scoffed. “Are you planning on rescuing me from the palace dungeons every time I want to tell you something?”

“Don’t get caught. Or pick targets that won’t get you locked up.”

Alyssa ground her teeth together. “I tried that. Didn’t take. Apparently they have magic here that makes my bullets bounce back and hit me.”

The angel shrugged, looking bored. Although her eyes were essentially all one color, glowing white, it was still plainly obvious when she rolled them. She clapped her free hand right on Alyssa’s wounded shoulder, eliciting a wince. “Alyssa Meadows. You aren’t going to be a very effective reaper if you don’t broaden your methods of inflicting death.”

Opening her mouth to shout at the stupid angel didn’t last long. Alyssa clamped her jaw shut hard enough to rattle her teeth, wincing in a grimace as Tenebrael gave her shoulder a light squeeze. For a moment, she just stared into those glowing eyes, not trusting any words to come out of her mouth at a reasonable volume. To the side, Kasita shifted, staring at the spot where Tenebrael was. But Alyssa didn’t focus on the mimic. Even with her hand around Tenebrael’s wrist, she worried that the angel would disappear the moment she slipped out of sight.

Which meant that she should focus on other matters first. Taking in a calming breath, Alyssa said, “Can you please return my phone? Preferably with the upgrades I requested when we met last week?”

Tenebrael removed her hand from Alyssa’s shoulder and reached behind her back. The moment her fingers burrowed into the tufts of feathers, Kasita jerked. The mimic’s head twitched like she was having a seizure of her own. It only lasted a second, but the violence of her twitch made it all the more notable. Not that Tenebrael appeared to notice. Her fingers came back holding the glossy glass surface of Alyssa’s phone.

“It cannot be destroyed through normal means, both mundane and magical. Calling to it will draw it to your hand should you lose it. Its functions will work anywhere, not just in proximity to your home. And, to keep it from being useless in a day, it will maintain its charge for the next two hundred ninety-two billion, two hundred seventy-seven million, twenty-six thousand, five hundred ninety-six years. Give or take.”

“That… sounds like an awfully arbitrary number.”

“Should my plan succeed, I’ll make it last longer. Should my plan fail, I doubt it will matter much longer than that.”

“Uh huh. Well, I can’t say that I was planning on using it for even a hundred years, so I think that is more than enough.” Unable to reach forward with her broken arm, Alyssa had to release Tenebrael’s wrist. She did. And she snapped her hand up as fast as she could to snatch the phone.

But Tenebrael was faster. She pulled the phone back without moving the rest of her, waving it back and forth with a smile on her face. “I will only give you this phone if you do one little, tiny, itty-bitty favor for me.”

“A deal with the devil,” Alyssa said, pressing her lips into a thin line.

“Please. No need to be so melodramatic. I don’t know why you hate me so, it’s really upsetting. And after all I’ve done for you. Saving your life the least among my many graces.”

Alyssa just scoffed at the angel’s pouting face.

“Besides, my elder brother would have offered it up for free with a smile on his face. You would have accepted it with an equally large smile, completely unaware about the absurdly complex chain of events accepting it would have set into motion that, in the slight chance that his plan succeeds, would probably lead to your utter ruination. Or everyone else’s.” Her face turned serious for a brief moment. “If you don’t trust anything else I’ve said, trust this: Don’t make deals with demons. It won’t turn out well for you or for anyone around you.”

“He’s real too then? I guess I’m not surprised. Then the plague?”

“His doing. Because this world is technically still in the Age of Legends, he has more power here than what you might be familiar with. Like me, he has rules he has to follow. Unlike me, he has had the entirety of existence to discover loopholes and workarounds. Like I said, don’t trifle with demons.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Well, it seemed as if Tzheitza was right. Humans hated demons. Monsters hated demons too, according to Kasita. And even Tenebrael didn’t like them. Any one of them on their own and Alyssa would have taken their advice with a grain of salt. Especially the latter of the three. But all of them agreeing meant that demons were bad news.

And the devil himself was real. Alyssa didn’t know what to think about that at all. It wasn’t surprising, not after having encountered Tenebrael and Iosefael, but confirmation was almost a little unnerving. Except… Tzheitza had called the leader of the demons, one of the original Monster Lords, Her. Just how did that figure into the story?

Alyssa opened her mouth to ask, but hesitated. Tenebrael still held her phone between two fingers, letting it swing lightly in the air. The longer she got distracted, the more likely some cruel twist of the universe would keep that phone out of her hands. Either someone would walk up wondering why twins were loitering around and Tenebrael would slip away during the distraction or maybe some other angel would appear to attack Tenebrael, sending her off on another city-destroying romp.

“What is this favor?” If there was time for questions after she got her phone back, she could ask about Her, the First City, and whatever else came to mind. For now, she had a goal and she needed to not get distracted until she had that goal in hand.

“It’s an experiment of sorts. We know your autonomous actions defy the predictions of my book. We know that you asking me questions and then acting on the knowledge mildly alters the predictions. Now, I want to know if ordering you to do something contrary to the book will succeed or whether the book has taken into account me ordering you around.”

“I’m not going to go shoot some random person who isn’t even dying.”

“Yes, I am well aware of your disinclinations. I am not here to torment you, regardless of your feelings on me—You know, I’ve done nothing but help you. I don’t know why—”

Alyssa could not help the scoff. “You mean aside from giving the thief divine inspiration to kill me?”

“That was before we got to know each other, you can hardly hold that against me.”

“I can and I do. But please, I want my phone back so try to keep focused.”

Tenebrael’s eyes flicked over to the phone. A black fingernail ran across the smooth glass, bringing it to life. An image appeared on the front screen of someone. A familiar someone. She had darker skin, straight black hair, violet eyes, and a tattoo around one of them matching the markings around Tenebrael’s eyes.

“I believe you are acquainted with the princess of this city, Irulon.”

“I am absolutely not killing her. I don’t think I could even if I wanted to.” Although it had been a while, those attempts on Irulon’s life during Fractal Mirror were still burned into Alyssa’s mind.

Tenebrael’s black fingernail swiped across the phone’s surface again. Irulon’s face stayed where it was, but a clock appeared over top.

 

12:48:03

 

Not a clock. The numbers were counting down.

 

12:47:55

 

Alyssa’s eyes widened, feeling a wave of nausea as her stomach dropped out from under her. “What… is this? Is it what I think it is?”

In response, Tenebrael reached behind her again and pulled out her book. Once again, Kasita shuddered, but Alyssa’s eyes were locked on the little black notebook. Tenebrael flipped it open and held it out for Alyssa to see. The words were the nonsense runes that adorned money and spell cards. Nothing Alyssa could understand.

“In twelve and a half-ish hours, I am to collect Irulon’s soul and deliver it to the Throne for processing. Obviously, I am not delivering anything to the Throne regardless of the outcome here. More relevant to you: Save her life. Or try to, anyway.”

Alyssa didn’t know what to say. It was true. It had to be. There would be no point in telling her to protect the life of someone who wasn’t going to die. Of all the people in this world, Alyssa doubted that anyone was more qualified to tell when people were going to die than Tenebrael. But the more she thought about it, the more she found her blood boiling. “What were you going to do if I hadn’t come to find you? Were you going to show up later tonight? Why didn’t you tell me last week!”

The angel just shrugged. “Don’t get me wrong, I don’t care if this particular mortal survives or perishes. Her impending death is merely a convenient happenstance for this test. Of course, failing this test is not conclusive. Even if you try your best, accidents can still happen. But if you succeed…”

With ground teeth, Alyssa snatched her phone from the angel’s fingers. Tenebrael let her grab it this time. She looked down, just staring at the timer counting the seconds to Irulon’s death. “How? Where? Why? Tell me everything.”

“Let me think… No.”

“What do you mean by that? Do you want me to save her or not?”

“We already know that you asking me for information can be used to alter established events. This experiment is to determine whether me telling you information allows you to take actions needed, or if the book has already considered my actions beforehand, as it usually does, and has taken them into account in its predictions. All you need to know is that this is a preventable death, not something like an aneurysm rupturing in her brain.” Tenebrael smiled and took a step back before Alyssa could even process what she had said. “Good luck! I suppose we’ll speak again in twelve hours.”

Feathers exploded outward, rushing over Alyssa. She flinched back, covering her face to keep them from getting in her eyes. Though it didn’t matter. None of the feathers even hit her hand. When the last of the feathers disappeared, Tenebrael was nowhere to be seen. Only Kasita was left, standing just to the side of where the angel had been. Her face was twisted into a grimace of pain, looking like she had just slammed her toe into the corner of a coffee table.

Alyssa almost started sprinting off, intending to tell Kasita what had happened as she moved, but hesitated. During the conversation with Tenebrael, Kasita had been almost unnaturally silent. She hadn’t giggled, she hadn’t said a word, she had barely moved. The only movements she had made were more like seizures than intentional or subconscious shifting of her weight. “Are you alright?”

Kasita didn’t answer right away. Her eyes weren’t focused on Alyssa, but rather the empty spot where Tenebrael had stood only a few moments before. “Mimics don’t see things the way I understand other races do. While in a form with eyes, I can see. At least, I think I can. But that isn’t how I usually perceive the world around me. We have an innate sense of everything around us. People, teacups, dirt. I could stand on a beach and tell you how many grains of sand there are. But… Tenebrael, if it truly was her, is different. It’s more like… there’s a shadow there. Like… you can determine that something exists without seeing it because you can see the shadow it casts… except nothing casts a shadow to my normal senses. It’s a very unnerving sensation.”

“You were fine the night of the attack.”

“It was unnerving then too. But something happened this time that didn’t happen back then.” Her eyes flicked down to the phone in Alyssa’s hand. “That thing. I don’t know what it is, but it is incredibly complex. Its walls are thin enough that I can get a vague glimpse of its insides. Many, many tiny little pieces all put together, clearly designed to do something. I can’t tell what. Even with all its complexity on the interior and its unknown function, it’s nothing I can’t wrap my head around. The way it appeared… I don’t know that I could describe it as painful, but things don’t just appear out of nothing. Even the other day, when you followed me into those dungeons, I could feel you shifting around outside before you appeared in the cell room. It’s hard to describe, but I could tell you were going to appear just before you appeared because I knew where you were… if that makes any kind of sense at all.”

Not really, Alyssa thought, but didn’t interrupt. The way Kasita spoke was not her usual talking voice. It was almost like she was in some sort of daze, describing her experience without really experiencing it. She didn’t carry any conviction or emotion in her words.

“I don’t know how that thing exists. One moment, there was nothing there but the shadow of Tenebrael. Then it appeared, but it was a shadow like her until you grabbed it. Once it became a shadow, it wasn’t too strange. Almost like you in the dungeons. Then she did it again, appearing a book, I think it was, out of her shadows.”

“It was a book. A little black notebook that apparently tells the future.” Alyssa pressed her lips together and reached out, resting her hand on Kasita’s shoulder in some attempt to comfort her. She winced in preparation, expecting the burns on her hand to at least itch, but she didn’t feel anything at all. Actually looking at her hand, there wasn’t a sign of the burns. Glancing down at her shoulder, she didn’t feel much there either, though it was covered by her shirt. As a test, she tried stretching out her broken arm for the first time in two days.

Everything felt completely normal.

“What a bitch,” she whispered under her breath.

“Ufu~ Something wrong?”

Alyssa blinked. Right. Kasita. “Sorry. Not you. I just realized that Tenebrael healed me.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?”

“If it were anyone else, maybe. But that stupid angel… Ugh. If she had meant it as a kind gesture, maybe. But I doubt that. She wants me grateful to her. She probably didn’t even think of me while healing me, just what it would mean for her.” Alyssa shook her head, trying not to grind her teeth together. It was a habit she needed to break. There weren’t proper dentists here in this world. “It doesn’t matter. We need to get moving.”

Kasita’s eyes widened before stepping back, out of Alyssa’s reach. “Oh. Of course we do.” A smile replaced an… expression on her face. “Your determination is what I like about you.”

Alyssa didn’t move. She stayed right where she was, staring at the mimic. “Kasita,” she said, voice softer. “I’m sorry. It isn’t that I don’t want to talk about what just happened with you. I’ll explain everything, my conversation with Tenebrael, what this does,” she said, gesturing to the phone. “But that little black book that predicts the future I mentioned? It predicted Irulon’s death. I have roughly twelve hours to stop whatever is going to happen to her.”

“It’s almost dark. Are you sure you want to be out? Tzheitza will yell at you for rushing off without thinking again.”

“Twelve hours. If I wait until daybreak, there will be hardly any time left. It’s going to take almost an hour just to get to the Observatorium from here.” With it almost dark, would Irulon still be there? If not, the palace wasn’t far. But would she be allowed in? Probably not. Especially not if she were ranting and raving about how the princess was in danger. “And I’m not not thinking. We’re just on a time limit. We can talk while we move… if you want to come, that is. I completely understand if you don’t. Last time I dragged you into something, you wound up all messed up.”

“I may not like humans in general, but I pay back my dues. Especially to the those who help me.”

“Irulon will surely be appreciative. I am. Let’s go and I’ll tell you what Tenebrael said as we move.”
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                Alyssa hammered her fists against the Observatorium’s closed doors. To no avail. The Observatorium had officially closed for the night. No amount of knocking or pushing against the doors got them to open. Even if they had magically opened for her, the likelihood that Irulon was still inside would have been next to nothing. Still, she had hoped that someone would be around, if only to confirm that Irulon was gone. Maybe one of those administrators could have explained whether or not Alyssa had done something wrong in her spell casting.

Realizing that she still had Aziz’s pouch and his notebook with her, Alyssa had scrawled out a quick Message spell, just as she had practiced with Irulon the other day. It truly was a wretched spell. She had no way of knowing whether or not she had succeeded in warning Irulon about a threat to her life. Alyssa had received no messages back and Irulon wasn’t waiting at the Observatorium, where she had said she would be headed.

What happened to a message spell if the recipient was asleep? Had it gone through but Irulon had simply been unconscious? What if she was unconscious for another reason? Irulon could already be in trouble, knocked out or simply captured by whoever wished her harm.

“So, to the palace then?”

Alyssa glanced over to Kasita. The mimic looked far more relaxed than she should be—than Alyssa felt. It weirded Alyssa out a bit, feeling like her stomach was turning but seeing a near copy of herself lean against the marble pillars outside the Observatorium with a smile on her face. For whatever reason, her own amusement most likely, Kasita was still disguised as Alyssa’s sister. But honestly, her amusement was likely to be expected. Even with her comment about paying back what she owed Irulon, Kasita probably didn’t really care if Irulon died or not. Alyssa wasn’t sure that she rated all that highly on Kasita’s empathy meter. As much as she would like to think that she meant a little more than the average person, there really wasn’t anything special about her except for the fact that she had come from another world.

And that she talked with angels on a daily basis.

In fact, Kasita looked far more amused than she had before if anything. That amusement came from finding out that Tenebrael not only didn’t care in the least about someone who ran around with a flattering tattoo on their face but had actually turned said someone’s life into what was essentially a contest. Would fate win or would Alyssa overcome all odds! Tune in next time, same Angel-time, same Angel-channel!

Maybe I’m projecting a little.

“Yeah. To the palace. We’ll send her another Message first. I don’t want her to come all the way out here, potentially putting herself into danger, and miss us as we head toward the palace.” As she spoke, she pulled out writing tools from Aziz’s pouch. The Observatorium had lights set about the place, so Alyssa sat down on the step to draw out another spell.

“I still don’t know what you think you’re going to do. If someone like the Taker gets the drop on her and you’re nearby, you’re just going to get killed too.”

“Honestly, if we can just get her locked into a side room of the palace for the next eleven hours, that would work well enough for me.”

“What if the threat is that the palace is going to collapse?”

Alyssa looked up. The top of the palace peeked over the buildings around, stretching high enough to pierce the moon. Not literally, but it sure looked like it from this angle. “If that’s the case, then a good half of the city will be in danger. Probably more than that depending on what actually caused the collapse.”

“All the more reason to just walk away. Maybe head out of the city entirely, as your mercenary human suggested.”

“Unless plans have changed, he isn’t leaving until tomorrow. Whatever is happening with Irulon will happen in half a day.” Alyssa paused her drawing to look up. “Besides, I thought you wanted to save her?”

“That was before I learned that this Monster Lord can predict deaths accurately enough to give you a clock that counts backwards to the time. Not to mention all the other… unsettling sensations Tenebrael causes. I can’t believe humans actually pray to this thing. Why not pray to me instead? At least I don’t eat their souls when they die.”

“Because they don’t know.”

“Then we should tell them!”

“I’d really rather not get exiled to the First City. Or worse.”

“Humph. It isn’t that bad.” Kasita crossed her arms, narrowing her eyes as she watched Alyssa put the finishing touches on the Message spell. “Are you sure we should even try to save Irulon? By all empirical evidence, Tenebrael has her thumb on this whole death business. What with her knowing exactly when everyone everywhere dies.”

“Her predictions are not infallible,” Alyssa said, voice firm. She took a deep breath, holding the Message spell up to the light to check her work. But she couldn’t concentrate on it. Instead, she turned to Kasita and spoke in a softer tone. “If they were, I wouldn’t be here.”

The mimic raised an eyebrow. She didn’t hum, she didn’t ufu~. She just looked and asked a silent question.

Alyssa answered. “Before I came here, before Tenebrael brought me here, my home was invaded. Simple burglars, nothing more. I killed one of the thieves. Tenebrael appeared and told me that the other was going to kill me. Thirty-seven stab wounds, none of which would have been enough to finish me off. Instead, I would have bled out. The way she described my impending death was… disturbing. She was looking forward to it. Getting ready to relish my soul like it was a fine wine.”

“But you didn’t die.”

“Obviously,” Alyssa said with a wan smile. “That angel told me how and where I would die. I’d like to think that I wouldn’t have died even if she hadn’t appeared, but I easily could have. Because she did tell me, I moved locations and prepared to defend myself. Really quite anticlimactic in retrospect. But the point is that just because she says that Irulon is going to die doesn’t mean that she actually is. It does, however, mean that there is almost guaranteed to be some danger around that could lead to her death if we aren’t careful.”

“And ours.”

Alyssa opened her mouth, but hesitated. She didn’t actually have a good refutation for that. Instead of trying to downplay the notion, she nodded her head and conceded the point. Holding the completed Message spell between two fingers, Alyssa spoke. “Message. Irulon.” She wasn’t sure if she actually needed to speak. None of the other spells required it. But this is what had worked back when Irulon had shown her how to create spells, so she wasn’t going to experiment while on a time limit. “Hi, Irulon. It’s me, Alyssa. I’m at the Observatorium, but the doors are locked tight and you aren’t anywhere to be seen. Heading to the palace. Don’t know what I’m going to do when I get there so please message me back!”

Phones were so much better than the Message spell. Not even smart phones, just regular dumb phone could do the whole Message function two-way without having to scribble out a card for every sentence. Not only that, but a phone had feedback. If no one answered, then the caller knew because it went to an answering machine or voice mail. With Message, Alyssa had no idea if the spell had even worked. The only feedback she got was the card disappearing from her fingertips and that had been as soon as she said the spell’s name, before saying the actual message.

Nothing to do about it though. Nothing but find Irulon and hope that she wasn’t chained up in her own oubliette.

“Alright. The palace is only a few streets over.” Alyssa practically sprinted down the long steps of the Observatorium. Kasita followed after her. Aside from the two of them, no one else was around. Night had fallen. People generally didn’t wander the streets after dark and that held true in the wealthier sections of the city. Even the excess of street lighting couldn’t get all that many people out.

The lack of people suited her just fine. While more people around might appear safer, it wouldn’t be hard for an assailant walking in the crowd to bump into her with a sword. Without people around, she could keep an eye on the few people who were out. Kasita, with her sense of everything around her, should be able to warn Alyssa if anyone approached from behind as well.

Which was why Alyssa’s hand drifted to the hilt of her pistol when she saw someone at the end of the street, watching them. She didn’t recognize the figure; a vast majority of people in the city were complete strangers, but a vast majority of people didn’t wear concealing cloaks. The person actually looked like Bercilak, except their cloak was of a slightly different style. Bercilak had worn bath robes with hoods. It had no designs or emblems on and no flairs either, purely meant for the utility of hiding the wearer’s identity from anyone who might have seen him.

This one was clearly designed to be far more stylish. It had a hood, but the chest was more like an open vest without sleeves, relying on some underclothing to cover the skin. A silver chain crisscrossed to keep the vest from flying open from movement or a light breeze. Morgan, Bercilak’s minion who had escaped, might have worn something similar. Alyssa really had only paid significant attention to the main man, however, so she wasn’t positive.

It could have just been some noble or a merchant out for an evening walk, but Alyssa got bad vibes. Probably because that hood, pulled forward just enough to keep the face completely in the shadows, was aimed directly at her. The figure wasn’t even moving down the street anymore. And, as Alyssa walked, that hood followed her precisely.

“How well do you remember what people look like? Or feel like, or whatever it is you do? And from how far?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Just a bad feeling from that person up there. Was wondering if it was someone we knew.”

“Oh? Hum.” Kasita didn’t turn fully to face the person, but she did start frowning. “Ufu~ I can barely pick you out of a crowd of humans. There is magic surrounding her, however.”

“Well that’s just great.” Alyssa unlatched her holster, pulled her pistol out, and flicked the safety off. She kept it firmly at her side, not aiming it anywhere. Her finger wasn’t even on the trigger, resting just to the side. But she didn’t want to take any chances. “Can you tell what kind of magic? Is it that same reflective spell that the Taker had on him before I appeared in the room?” If so, Alyssa might have to run. She had no spells. A combat knife might work even with the projectile defense spell, but that would require her to get up close.

“Don’t know. She isn’t using illusion magic. I know that much. The rest of you humans’ magic is a bit difficult to tell the difference between one thing and another.”

“Get ready to keep up,” Alyssa said. They took three more steps before she grabbed Kasita by the arm. “Now,” she said, pushing Kasita between two buildings.

The moment they deviated from their path, the robed woman started sprinting toward them.

That was enough evidence for Alyssa. This person was not a friend. Whether or not it was related to Irulon’s situation, she didn’t know. It could just be another of the Taker’s minions who didn’t care in the slightest about the princess. Either way, she was a complication.

“If we can get to the palace,” Alyssa said, running between the buildings with Kasita hot on her heels, “the guards there will help us.”

“Unless they decided to check for mimics.”

“No one has yet.”

“Doesn’t mean they won’t.”

Alyssa ground her teeth. This wasn’t the place to argue. Nor the time. An iron fence blocked off the path up ahead. But Alyssa didn’t stop moving. It only came up to her shoulders. Gripping the top crossbar, Alyssa vaulted over. She landed among soft grass, though far taller and more unkempt than any modern lawn.

Looking back, Kasita had stopped on the other side of the fence. She didn’t reach up and climb over as Alyssa did. Staring straight ahead, she simply walked forward. The bars passed through her body with barely the slightest resistance. Her form molded around the metal until she was fully formed on the other side.

“Alright Terminator, let’s—”

“Spectral Chains!”

Links of ghostly metal wrapped themselves around Kasita, who had the audacity to smirk. As with the bars, she simply walked out of them. The chains fell away and disappeared before touching the ground.

Alyssa grabbed Kasita’s wrist and dragged her off to the side, out of view of the alley they had just run up. Just in time to avoid a ball of flames crashing into the iron fence. The metal bent outward with a screech, twisting into a spiked bramble while the grass around it withered and started smoldering. Alyssa did not take the time to stop and gawk. Kasita still in hand, she ran. The ruined fence might keep their pursuer from following this way, but she would surely take a side path around.

The fence separated a rather large yard and an even larger building from the rest of the city. A mansion. Probably belonging to one of the nobles she had heard so much about. Feet pounding against the ground, Alyssa took a sharp turn around the side of the home. For a moment, she considered running up to the door. Surely a mansion like this had guards that could help fight off their pursuer. But none of the windows had any lights in them—not a strange sight out in the western homes on the opposite side of the city, but given the wealth here, there would surely be at least one light on so soon after dark if it were occupied.

So she headed toward the iron gate. It had an ornate emblem, silver with a purple stone the size of her head embedded in the center. Familiar, but Alyssa couldn’t place where she had seen it before at the moment. She focused on the latch keeping the gate shut. It was a simple metal pin holding the two sides of the gate together with no lock, making it a simple matter to throw it open.

Many of the streets in the eastern and northern sections of the city had clearly not been designed for carriages and carts. The wealthy preferred their space, making almost every road wide enough for two carts to pass by in opposite directions. But this… This wasn’t so much a street as it was a town square. A wide pavilion opened up. Several buildings lined the brick road—more houses, probably of nobles given the mansion-like size, the large yards, and the heavy iron gates separating them from the rest of the world. Each gate was adorned with an emblem of some type, usually metal with one or several colored stones decorating it.

Beyond the pavilion, the palace stood tall directly ahead with a wall even larger than the one around the city keeping it isolated. It was still quite a run away. The houses around this pavilion were huge. The one she had run around had taken a good minute. And she had run right up alongside the brick building. Every mansion had plenty of yard space between it and the next.

“She’ll catch up to us easily,” Kasita said. “And this courtyard doesn’t offer much in the way of protection from her spells.”

“Yeah. Some of those other mansions have lights on. Think we could get help there?”

“There are certain to be guards around the palace. The ones there may be more obligated to help citizens as well.”

If there were guards in the nobles’ homes, they might be far more concerned with getting their charges to safety than Alyssa. If there weren’t guards, she could get herself and the occupants killed. “Palace it is,” she said. “Whatever happens, keep running. Find a—”

Kasita pressed a hand over Alyssa’s mouth and then pressed her whole body right up against hers. It took Alyssa a moment to realize that she was trying to push her against the stone pillars that surrounded the iron gate. The light pressure the mimic was capable of exerting just wasn’t enough. Once Alyssa did realize, she put her back to the wall, eyes wide as she scanned the pavilion in an attempt to figure out what had spooked Kasita.

As far as she could tell, the pavilion was entirely empty. Not a soul wandered around. There were no guards standing outside any of the gates. Now that she was thinking about it, wasn’t that strange? Each gate had a little alcove next to it that might have been a guard post. Shouldn’t at least one of them be occupied? Straining her ears, she couldn’t hear anything but her own heart beating. There wasn’t even any crunching of the grass that might be the woman coming up behind them.

But Kasita put a finger over her lips. Once Alyssa nodded her head, she removed her hands to grab at Alyssa’s gun. Alyssa put up a minor resistance before deciding to trust the mimic. If Kasita truly wanted to kill her, all she had to do was dump some of Tzheitza’s potions into the drinking water. Or uncork something dangerous while Alyssa was sleeping. Or any number of other options.

Kasita didn’t take the gun. She moved Alyssa’s arm up and over toward the pavilion. Alyssa provided most of the support—if it truly came down to it, a light shove would get the mimic off her—while Kasita moved it just a little left, slightly up, then back toward the right. There she paused, aiming toward one of the other mansions, right at the empty guard post. She held up three fingers.

And lowered one.

And another.

She held the last one up for just a moment longer before dropping it with a nod of her head.

Alyssa took a breath and squeezed the trigger.

A sharp crack echoed through the night, quickly followed by a squealing. A cry of pain, high pitched and terrifying. Each cry lasted only a second, but it repeated over and over and over and over—

“Come,” Kasita said. She pulled on Alyssa’s arm as much as she was able to, but didn’t stop when she met resistance. She ran across the pavilion toward where the squeals were coming from. It took a moment, but Alyssa followed after her. Kasita reached the middle of the pavilion first. She knelt down, pointing a finger toward a black stain on the ground. “Here. Shoot again.”

“W-What is it?” The screeching was louder here. It sounded like a baby having its legs torn off. Alyssa wanted to clap her hands over her ears. To run away, far away. To hide under her bed and never come out again.

“Ignore it,” Kasita shouted. “Whatever you’re feeling will only worsen. The only way to stop it is to shoot. Right here!”

Teeth clattering together, Alyssa raised her arm. The gun wavered back and forth. It would stop if she fired. It would stop if she fired. It would stop if she fired. Her finger felt cold and sweaty against the metal trigger. The pressure increased. She started to squeeze.

Kasita used both hands to pull the gun away from Alyssa’s head.

The gun went off, sending another shockwave through the air.

Kasita stumbled back, falling to the ground from the force of the bullet hitting her.

Alyssa blinked. What… A small trail of smoke wafted from the barrel of her gun. Cold sweat dripped from the palms of her hands as she stared down at it. What the hell…

“Shoot it,” Kasita said—shouted. “Shoot the shadow assassin!”

That word triggered something in Alyssa. A sudden clarity. She had almost shot herself! Anger burned under her skin, boiling her blood. Raising her gun—this time, not to her temple—Alyssa glared at the black oil on the ground. She fired.

And fired again.

And again.

The squealing finally ceased. Once again, the night went silent.

All the tension in Alyssa’s body flooded out. She tried to keep standing, but wobbled and fell to her knees. Every breath was a struggle to fill her lungs. Even breathing as much as she could didn’t feel like it was enough. It took a great deal of concentration just to flick the safety back into place before any more accidents could almost happen.

Kasita was already back on her feet. Even a gunshot didn’t leave a single mark on her illusory body. But Alyssa’s eyes were focused on the monster between them.

Its skin was smooth and black. Not black like a person, like human, but black as the abyss between the stars. Faint grey tattoos spiraled around its body, arms, and legs. Its arms could reach twice its body length, though its legs were half that of Alyssa’s, giving it a grotesquely distorted appearance. As far as she could tell, it didn’t have a head. Just a maw of teeth between its shoulders. Four gunshot wounds were planted around its chest.

And it wasn’t moving.

“Shadow assassins,” Kasita said, voice far calmer than it had been a moment ago. “Best to kill them without letting them make a noise, if possible.”

Alyssa shuddered just thinking about the noise. Her heart pounded against her ribs despite her trying to calm herself down with deep breaths.

“Your princess might be in a spot of trouble if one of these climbed up the palace walls. We should probably hurry if you want to save her. At the very least, we should leave before that woman finds her way around here.”

“Right,” Alyssa said, heaving out a heavy breath. “Right. You’re right.” But she didn’t move. She wanted to. Her legs just wouldn’t cooperate.

“It’s alright,” Kasita said, voice nothing more than a whisper. “Their illusions mean nothing to me. I’ll keep an eye out for any others. But we have to move. That woman might still be behind us and there might be more up in the palace. Unless you want Irulon to die.”

Alyssa clenched her fists tight. “Right,” she said again. Kasita tried to help her to her feet. Her efforts were physically nothing more than a gentle breeze. But mentally was another story entirely. Alyssa found the willpower to plant one foot flat against the ground and lift herself up. Standing again, she felt much better. Much more steady. The screams of that monster still echoed in her ears, but she put it out of her mind. Her eyes focused on the tall tower of the palace. “Sorry. I’m ready.”

“Ufu~ Good. You had me worried.”

Rather than respond, Alyssa concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other. Then the first in front of the second. Faster and faster until she was in an all out sprint. Irulon needed her help. Tenebrael’s timer was proof of that. She didn’t have the time to despair.
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                “I’m not crazy right? There should be guards out here?”

“We’ve already seen one shadow assassin. They rarely operate alone. I would guess that there are three to five of them somewhere in the city. Possibly more if they are being controlled by fairies again.”

Alyssa shuddered. She did not like the sound of that. One had been bad enough, thank you very much. If there were two of them in any given area, she might just die of despair. And that wasn’t even including the fact that they were invisible and could sneak up on her without her knowing. Edging just a little closer to Kasita, the only one who could detect the monsters, they passed through the wide-open gates of the palace wall.

“But wouldn’t there be bodies lying about?”

Kasita shrugged her shoulders. “Shadow assassins are good at what they do. They wouldn’t have such a blatant name otherwise.” She paused and walked off to the side of the path. Alyssa stuck right by her side as she knelt down. “Bloodstains. They were dragged off, probably shoved in some corner where people aren’t likely to stumble across them and run off to the garrisons to raise the alarm.”

“That’s a good idea. We should… I don’t actually know where the main garrison is. Presumably close to the palace, right?”

“Don’t know. I try to avoid anywhere where people might check for mimics on the regular. The military is prime among those.”

Alyssa clicked her tongue in annoyance. Having any kind of backup would be appreciated. There could be more humans running around, infiltrating the city. Or there could be far more shadow assassins than Kasita was guessing. Or there could be whole other monsters that she had yet to hear of. Or any number of other things. If only… “Message spell,” she said, snapping her fingers. As she spoke, she started pulling supplies from Aziz’s pouch. “I know the names of city guardsmen. I can send a message to them. And the damn prince too. Why didn’t I think of this before?”

“Maybe because you were thinking solely about Irulon and what kind of danger she might be in rather than everybody being endangered with the entire palace assailed by assassins.”

“Still stupid of me,” Alyssa mumbled as she started writing out the spell cards. It was a good thing that Message was only a Rank One spell. It was annoying to write out every time, but it could have looked like Fractal Mirror and caused a migraine anytime she looked at it. In short order, she had three cards written out. It took maybe ten minutes. Kasita kept a watch out the entire time, something Alyssa found greatly reassuring given her ability to penetrate most illusion techniques.

Standing up, Alyssa held one card out. “Message. Brakkt. Hi, this is the person you gave a commendation to the other day. There are shadow assassins in the palace. Several guards dead. I killed one shadow assassin. I have reason to believe that they are targeting Irulon. Just thought you ought to know.”

The second she finished, she immediately pulled out the second card. “Message. Oxart. Hi, this is Alyssa, we met earlier today at the hospital. Thought you ought to know that I just killed a shadow assassin outside the palace and several guards are missing. Raise the alarm and maybe get here to back me up if at all possible. I need to get inside to find Irulon, so if I’m not here, I made it inside.”

The final card was slightly more personal, though still somewhat important. “Message. Tzheitza. Hi. Sorry for not checking in earlier. Got caught up in events… killed a shadow assassin outside the palace. There are probably more inside. I have reason to believe Irulon is in danger and am heading in to see if I can help.”

There. Three messages out to a variety of people. Hopefully at least one of them got through. She honestly couldn’t remember if she had introduced herself to Brakkt during her rambling recount of the events that led up to the Brechen Overlook. Since the Message spell required a name, he wouldn’t be able to message her back. She should have thought of that during the message itself, but too late now. Both Oxart and Tzheitza knew her name, however. At least so long as Oxart remembered. Hopefully one of them would at least acknowledge that they had heard her.

The drawback was that only Brakkt would be in immediate position to do anything. Assuming he was actually at the palace. Oxart was all the way up at the north wall and Tzheitza wasn’t far from there… unless she had run down to the markets with some guards to inspect that plague quarantine breach. But even that was on the opposite side of the Observatorium. She shouldn’t expect anyone to show up within at least a half hour if not more. Perhaps Oxart would send a horse or Message to a closer barracks or garrison, but Alyssa wasn’t going to be counting on the calvary anytime soon.

For now, Alyssa packed up her writing tools and slung Aziz’s pouch over her shoulder. “Into the palace?”

“Right through the front door?”

“A place like this is probably filled with secret passages.” That fit with pretty much every movie she had ever seen. Normally, Alyssa would dismiss something like secret passages as being an unrealistic Hollywoodism that would never happen in real life. Except she had been to the Waters Street dungeons. They had a whole secret tunnel hidden with ‘elvish engineering’ from some ‘abandoned’ house to the main whorehouse. If some gang could put in passages, surely the biggest building in the city had managed one or two. “But I wouldn’t know where to start looking for them. So unless you have a better idea…”

“If I were in control of a group of shadow assassins, I would definitely station one right above the main palace entryway. It could drop down on anyone that wanders inside looking for the guards.”

“So what then? Try to kill it? We killed that other one, but it was across the courtyard. This one would be right on top of us far too quick. In fact I’d rather avoid them indoors if at all possible. The quarters are too cramped. Leave them to mercenaries, the Black Prince, or some other specialist.”

“I agree. Which is why we should enter through the windows.”

“The windows? Can they even open?” Alyssa said with a frown. The palace did have windows. Quite large ones at that, with a definite seam right down the middle where the two sides might open. And the glass was clear for the most part. Even the high quality glass at Tzheitza’s shop looked warped. As if whoever had made the glass had done so poorly or carelessly. And her windows were better than most buildings had… if they had windows at all. But the windows of the palace were nearly indistinguishable from modern glass. “But that won’t work. It’s the palace. The royal palace. They have to have some magical protection against breaking or being opened by random people outside.”

“Ufu~ You’re probably right.” Kasita put on a wide smile. The same one that she used whenever she was making fun of someone. Rather than explain what she found so amusing, she walked right up to the palace’s nearest window. Its bottom was around shoulder-height, but Kasita didn’t care at all. She climbed up onto the narrow ledge—having a body without much mass had to come in handy for situations like that—and put her hand right between the panes of glass. “Oh good!”

Kasita’s hand squeezed in on itself, becoming nothing more than a thin line. Which she then pressed through the glass. Alyssa couldn’t bother with even the slightest modicum of surprise as the rest of the mimic followed her hand through the glass. Enough strange things had happened since arriving at this world that a known shapeshifter slipping through a thin crack didn’t even register as being at all odd.

As soon as she was through, Kasita turned and waved through the glass. Flipping up the latch took her a bit of effort. She had to use both hands. But she managed in the end. Again using both hands, she pressed one side of the glass outward.

“Ufu~ Doesn’t look like they had anything stopping someone from opening the windows from the inside.”

“Yeah, yeah. Aren’t you a genius.” Hoisting herself up on a shoulder-high ledge wasn’t the easiest task in the world. However, Alyssa wasn’t a weak woman. And she had the practice of climbing up the Brechen Overlook under her belt. Once she swung her leg up on the ledge, it became quite a simple matter to flip herself up and over, into the sitting room within the palace. Though she didn’t land half as gracefully as Kasita had managed to climb inside.

“Yes, let’s all laugh at the poor human whose body actually has weight,” Alyssa grumbled as she picked herself up off the floor. Ignoring Kasita’s ufufu~s, Alyssa drew her pistol and took a quick look around the sitting room they had found themselves in. Given Kasita’s lack of agitation, there probably wasn’t anything dangerous, but Alyssa preferred to see things with her own eyes.

It was a larger room. Probably the size of Tzheitza’s shop floor and back room combined. The walls were stone, but sanded and polished to a smooth and almost shiny surface. Several portraits were set about, the most prominent of which sat just above the wide couch, featuring a distinguished older man. He had short black hair and a goatee with just a touch of grey like he belonged on some men’s hair care product advertisement. Needless to say, Alyssa didn’t recognize him. Maybe the pharaoh. Maybe a previous pharaoh. It could even be one of Irulon’s siblings. She had never seen Brakkt without his helmet on after all.

Turning away, satisfied that the room was empty, Alyssa let out a soft sigh. “Irulon once told me that she lived up at the top of the palace. I don’t suppose they have an elevator, do you?”

“Possibly. If the original builders coerced an elf to build it for them.”

“Huh. Really? I wasn’t expecting you to know what I meant.”

“Elves are master craftsmen, as I have mentioned before.”

“Yeah, but elevators are… Never mind. Let’s just try to find one, shall we?”

“Let’s not.”

Alyssa blinked. A nearly weightless body probably wouldn’t have an issue climbing up a hundred flights of stairs, but Alyssa would hardly be in any kind of shape to help Irulon after manually scaling the palace. “Why not?”

“Same reason why we avoided the main entrance. Any main stairwell or elevator would be a prime ambush location for the shadow assassins. There are sure to be side stairs used by servants to keep them out of sight and out of mind.”

“That is a good reason…” Right, she had to keep ambush locations in mind while prowling through the palace. Depending on how spaced out any assassins might be within the structure, even if they encountered and killed one, the shrieks or gunshots could call every last one to their location. The halls could be troublesome as well, though if Kasita was right in her half-dozen estimation, the assassins couldn’t afford to patrol around every single hall. It didn’t matter much anyway. Unless they found a possibly nonexistent secret passage, they would have to brave the halls. “So we’re looking for servant-frequented areas to find stairs. Kitchens, sleeping quarters, storage rooms…”

“While avoiding shadow assassins. Sounds fun, doesn’t it?”

“How easy is it to hide from one of them? Do they have special abilities for detecting people? Thermal vision?”

“Not that I know of. I don’t know if they have regular vision at all. They listen to their surroundings.”

“Oh. That’s… kind of a relief, maybe?” Alyssa really didn’t want to be chased around by a Predator. They already had invisibility and some kind of despair-inducing voice. Though if she were being picky, Alyssa definitely preferred being chased by a Predator rather than an Alien—both would kill her but the latter would would turn her into a living incubation chamber until the baby woke up and ate her from the inside out as it burst from her chest. A concept that would hopefully never be relevant in this world.

Alyssa moved up to the door and strained her ears trying to hear anything on the other side. “Alright,” she said after a moment. “No footsteps or breathing or anything. Unless you can see through walls with your ability, we might as well start looking for a kitchen.”

“Sorry. I could slip out into the hall if you wanted.”

“I’d rather we didn’t even take the chance at being separated.” Alyssa might not have a full mental library of every spell possible, but she did have a decently sized background in watching movies and television. There were hundreds of scenes where one person walked through a door and either couldn’t get back through or the door wound up connecting to a different room for each person who walked through. With all the craziness Fractal spells were capable of, Alyssa didn’t doubt for a moment that there could be some Party Separation spells or some other nonsense like that. “Stay close to me. I’ll shoot at anything you point out without hesitation, but please try to avoid making me shoot people, accidentally or not.”

“Ufu~ Accidents are accidents. I can’t help them.”

“Kasita…” Alyssa shot the mimic a glare and got a shrug in return. But Kasita did move up right next to Alyssa, so close that her arms were brushing against Alyssa’s. Trying to keep her nerves down, Alyssa pushed open the door.

She stepped out into a long hallway. Tiled floor and a curved roof with period arches. At every arch, marble statues stood on either side of the hallway, holding out jars of light on outstretched hands. Dozens of doors lined either side between the arches, though windows occasionally lined the wall that shared the room Alyssa had just left. One end of the hall was so far off that she could barely see it. The other was much closer, blocked off by a heavy-looking door made of wood that was as tall as the hallway roof.

“That way leads toward the main entrance. I suggest we avoid it.”

“Yeah, but…” Alyssa looked down the long stretch. “How are we going to find anything in this place? What could they possibly need all this space for?”

“Ufu~ Humans, right?”

“We just have to think logically. The Pharaohs would want to greet their guests in the fancy sitting rooms with large windows that looked out over the gardens. Kitchens would be placed more to the center of the building then, where servants could reach all areas quickly, or in the areas furthest from the main entrance. In fact, there is probably a back entrance for delivering food and other goods that will be sequestered away from the fancier halls. But…”

Alyssa looked upward at the ceiling. The height of the arches was about twice the average ceiling height of any modern building she had been inside. But modern buildings typically had drop ceilings that hid pipes, wires, and air ducts. This place likely wouldn’t have anything like that. The top of this ceiling could easily be the bottom of the next floor up. It was as much of a skyscraper as it looked from the outside.

Looking down at the floor, she couldn’t help but wonder: Was there a basement as well? Dungeons would be underground, probably. Irulon had kept mentioning an oubliette and while Alyssa wasn’t one hundred percent sure on the definition of the word, it was definitely a dungeon-like structure. Unless the dungeons were held off-site.

The floors, she noticed, were clean. Almost shiny enough to see herself in the polished stone. Frowning, she walked over to one of the statues, bumping into Kasita with every step. “I don’t know that you need to stay that close,” Alyssa said… not that it mattered much to her. She barely felt the bumps. It was the mimic who had to readjust her gait with every step. At the statue, Alyssa ran her finger over the back of its neck. It was a bit larger than life, a man standing a head and shoulders above Alyssa with a large hat on his head, so she had to get up on the tips of her toes. When she pulled her finger away, it was clean. “No dust. Unless there is magic for that—” Which wouldn’t surprise Alyssa in the slightest. “—this place must be filled with servants. So where are they all?”

“Dead. Or maybe hiding,” Kasita said, brushing a hand against Alyssa’s arm.

Turning, Alyssa found one of the doors ajar just a little.

And a foot sticking out.

Pistol gripped in both hands, Alyssa cautiously approached and pushed the door fully open.

She clamped her jaw shut, staring down at the floor.

The foot wasn’t attached to anything. It ended in a bloody stump where the knee should have been. A streak of red led off down a perpendicular hall, though this one lacked the extravagant statues and artistic archways.

“Ah. Forgot to mention,” Kasita said as if she were discussing nothing more interesting than the weather. “Those teeth shadow assassins possess are not just for show.”

“Th—They ate him?”

“Most of him,” Kasita said, kneeling and prodding a finger at the foot. “Wonder why it left just this much behind.”

“Maybe it wanted to leave room for a wafer thin mint,” Alyssa grumbled, eyes searching over the hallway. Kasita wasn’t worried, but that did little to calm her nerves. “Quit playing with it. We are on a time limit.”

“We’re going to follow the blood streaks that almost certainly lead to the thing that killed this man?”

“This hallway isn’t meant for showing off wealth. There aren’t any statues and the quality is far worse. This foot almost certainly belonged to a servant. We lucked out. One of the doors here has to lead somewhere useful.”

“Why not just ask a living servant, they can lead us around.”

“If we find one, that’s perfectly fine. A great idea, even.”

“Well, look over here.” Kasita stood and walked over to a section of the wall. “I may not be able to see through walls, but I can see the walls themselves. And this one is a bit different than the rest. More importantly, it moved when we walked in.” She leaned close, pressing her ear to the stone as she knocked a few times. Her knuckles made hardly a sound.

“Hello?” Alyssa said, moving up and knocking louder so that someone might hear. “Is there anybody in there? We’re not here to hurt you.” Unless you’re a monster. “We’re here to help.”

After a moment of no movement, Alyssa turned to Kasita, about to ask if she was sure about what she had seen. But the moment she did, the stone moved. The entire wall pulled inward and slid to one side, just enough to see a crack into the tiny room within.

It really wasn’t a room at all. Maybe a closet. Alyssa couldn’t understand the purpose of it at all until she noticed the two holes in the opposite wall, spaced just enough apart for someone to peep through. A room designed specifically for spying on whatever lay on the other side of the wall.

A bright green eye, tinged with tears, moved to fill in the narrow crack. “You’re human.”

“Yes,” Alyssa said softly. Kasita didn’t say anything, but she was standing off just a bit out of view. “We’re not going to hurt you,” she said again.

“You’re her. Oh thank Tenebrael! You’re her. The lich!”

Alyssa blinked… staring at the eye in the narrow strip. “The… The what?”
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                “You never told me you were a lich. I’m hurt.”

Alyssa didn’t even bother glancing in Kasita’s direction. She was far too busy trying to keep her reassuring smile on despite feeling almost certain that she had just been insulted. But the eye vanished back into the darkness before she could say anything more.

The peephole door opened fully. Alyssa had apparently misjudged Octavia’s age, but this kid had to be… a kid. No older than fourteen, surely. She stepped out of the tiny room, throwing weary glances down the hall, up at the ceiling, and over both Alyssa and Kasita. Her movements jerked to a stop when the girl spotted the lone foot not far away.

Her mouth dropped open. The faint color in her cheeks vanished, turning her pale as a ghost. For a moment, Alyssa thought she might dash back into the room to hide, but she pinched her eye shut and, when she opened it again, the fear was gone. Her sole green eye locked on to Alyssa and didn’t waver in the slightest. Though that wasn’t to say that she had only one eye. Just that her other eye was covered by a curtain of blond hair.

The real question was just what she was. Her ears were slightly pointed, but not to the point of other elves that Alyssa had seen. And her skin was pale rather than the bluish-grey elves had. Apart from the ears, she looked human. Though she was fully clothed from the neck down, a long black dress that almost looked like an apron above a white blouse. Even her hands were gloved in black cloth.

“I’m so glad I found you.” Joy filled her voice, though it was short lived. As if realizing what she had said, she pulled back and narrowed her eyes, speaking in a cold voice. “Lich.”

“You… found me?” Alyssa glanced to a shrugging Kasita. For the moment, she decided to ignore the whole lich thing. Hopefully it was just another misunderstanding. She had been mistaken as a monster a few times now. Whatever a lich was, it couldn’t be worse than anything else.

“If Princess Irulon asks, please. She told me to find you around here and I don’t want to disappoint her.”

“She knows I’m here?”

“Princess Irulon received your messages. After a careful analysis of the situation and your former location at the Observatorium, she deduced that your most likely ingress point would be one of the side chambers on the ground floor. She sent me and…” She trailed off. Her eye, which had been locked on Alyssa, drifted toward the foot only to snap back with renewed intensity. “We should hurry. Irulon isn’t safe. A… A monster was trying to break down the doors when I left.”

Kasita leaned in close, staring at the girl. “Really? Breaking in?”

The girl shrank away, almost retreating back into the alcove. It took a hand on Kasita’s shoulder and a little pulling her back to get the girl to actually answer the question. When she did, she barely looked at Kasita while answering, choosing to stare at Alyssa instead. “I could hear its fists pounding against the door and the wood start to crack.”

“Odd. Do you know what was trying to get in?”

“A—A monster. I don’t know… I don’t know monsters. I don’t like monsters.” Her eye narrowed to a thin slit. “And Irulon said that anyone with the lich would be a monster unless they were an old lady.”

“Oh hoh, a monster, am I?”

“Kasita,” Alyssa said, voice hard. She gave the mimic a tight squeeze before she could do anything foolish like turn into a scary Rizk. They needed the girl. No one else could lead them to Irulon. “Please ignore her. She can’t hurt you.”

“That’s what Irulon said. And I believe her a lot more than I believe you.” She clasped her hands behind her back and held her head high. “Come. The servants’ stairwell is just down this hall.” While talking, she turned and started walking forward.

Alyssa reached out and grabbed her arm. “Wait, it could be danger—”

The girl yelped, throwing herself out of Alyssa’s grasp. She stumbled forward a few steps, catching herself on the wall. “Don’t—” She took a deep gasp of air. “Don’t touch me lich. I am Tess, personal servant to Princess Irulon. Only she is permitted to lay a finger on me.”

Alyssa shared another glance with Kasita, but didn’t say anything for a moment so that the girl could catch her breath and get herself recomposed. It didn’t take long. She snapped her hands behind her back again and glared. Her hair, slightly disheveled from her outburst, allowed both her eyes to be seen for just a moment. And in that moment, Alyssa couldn’t help but notice how tired her glare looked. A girl of her age shouldn’t have rings under her eyes. Maybe it was just the stress of the situation, but it looked as if she hadn’t slept in weeks.

What was more, she had tattoos. Not like Irulon’s. Tess had almost the entire left half of her face covered in intricate lines, starting just above her left eyebrow and moving all the way down to her neck. It probably went further than that, but her clothes made it impossible to tell for sure.

“That’s all well and good,” Alyssa said as the girl got herself under control. “And I’m sorry, I didn’t know… but I thought you might rather have us going first. Unless you are capable of fighting off shadow assassins on your own, in which case, please go first.”

That gave her a bit of a shock. Tess’s narrowed eyes widened and her mouth opened, but no sound came out. Whether or not she would have said something was forever lost as Kasita spoke.

“Ufu~ Not just shadow assassins,” she said with a smile. “While I’m not an expert on their species, I believe that a shadow assassin would not try to break down doors. Their specialty lies in ambush. There is something else in the palace.”

“Well that’s just splendid. As if invisible monsters whose voices make me literally want to kill myself weren’t enough.”

“Fun, isn’t it. I wonder if these other monsters will be up for a conversation. Though probably not if a fairy is controlling them. Ah well, they should have thought of that before having their minds enslaved.”

Alyssa just rolled her eyes. This whole world is absolutely insane. “We will just have to deal with it when we find them. For now, let’s go rescue the princess.”

Tess huffed, turning her head just enough to knock her hair back over her one eye and hide her tattoos once again. “Irulon doesn’t need saving. But since she asked me to bring you to her, I will.” She took a step forward, then hesitated. “It’s the fourth door on the left. Since you insist on going first.” Taking one hand from behind her back, she gestured down the hall with a mocking bow.

Alyssa could only frown. Figures that Irulon’s attendant would be an overly proud and somewhat snide girl. The palace could be falling to pieces around them and she would probably still act as if she were superior to anyone else. At least, that was the impression she had from their short interaction so far. But… did serving Irulon really elevate her status that much? Wasn’t she basically a peasant who did the laundry or whatever? Or maybe she wasn’t lording her status as one human to another human.

“What’s up with this lich stuff anyhow?” Alyssa said as they ascended a narrow spiral staircase. It was a narrow and claustrophobic passage with steep steps. Kasita went first, presumably under the assumption that she would be immune to most attacks. Alyssa was second in line, moving with her pistol gripped in both hands. She was physically fit and had just walked for two weeks straight, but stairs were another beast entirely. If this climb was going to take as long as she suspected, she absolutely needed something to distract herself from her legs. “Please don’t tell me that Irulon decided I was a lich all of a sudden.”

“I cannot comply with your request.”

“What? Why? I even told her where I came from. What is she going on about now?”

“Princess Irulon is never wrong.”

“Yes she is. She’s more wrong about more things than anyone I know…” Although, Irulon was right about a lot of things too. Or at least came mildly close to the truth. But she was still wrong about Alyssa. “Except for those doctors. Ugh, leeches.”

“She isn’t wrong.” Tess stomped a foot as she moved up the stairs. Which just made Alyssa wince in realization: She was arguing with a teenager. A teenager with a case of serious idol worship at that. Even worse than Octavia. No matter what was said, she doubted she would be able to convince the younger girl. But Tess hadn’t finished talking. “You can’t hide the fact that you don’t have a soul from someone as well versed in Death magics as Irulon. She’s—”

“Not the best time for heated arguments, if you ask me,” Kasita said in a much quieter voice than her typical joyous tone. “I think we’ve reached the top.”

“The top,” Alyssa said, blinking as she looked around. There was a narrow door here. Servants of the palace definitely had to maintain a strict weight requirement to fit through. But the stairs stopped at the door. She tried glancing back, but didn’t see much as the spiral was too tight. “This only took us up one floor? How many more stairs do we have to climb? A hundred?”

“No. This is the servant floor at the top of the tower. The only floors above here are the private quarters of the royal family. We have to use a second set of stairs to get up there—it’s just basic security.”

“But… magic. Magic made us climb a mile into the tower?” Apparently they didn’t need elevators at all. They could just magic away the space in between.

“It normally doesn’t,” Tess said with a harrumph. “But my liege is a genius who plans for everything. You best get on your knees and lick the soles of Princess Irulon’s feet in thanks when you see her.”

Alyssa shook her head, moving up to stand right next to Kasita. It was a bit narrow of a landing and the stairs lacked any handrails. If she fell, she would probably wind up tumbling down to the bottom. But she needed Kasita next to her just in case there was something invisible on the other side of the door. First, however, Alyssa pressed her ear right up against the wood and listened.

Something was on the other side of the door. Metal rattling. Every so often a heavy thud would move somewhere in the distance. Something was definitely on the other side of the door.

“Kasita, aim for me,” Alyssa whispered. “Try to confirm that whatever is in there isn’t another servant first, if possible.”

The mimic nodded and moved behind Alyssa, placing her hand around Alyssa’s hand. “Ready when you are.”

“You two look like fools.”

“And you might want to cover your ears.”

“That’s…” Tess pressed her lips together, but ended up nodding her head and clasping her hands over her ears.

Alyssa wished she had some ear protection as well. And not just for the shadow assassin’s death wails. Firing her gun inside a stone corridor this tiny would have her ears ringing for a week straight. Unfortunately, there was nothing to do about it now. With everyone ready, Alyssa pressed open the door. Slowly at first, keeping her pistol aimed at the crack. Not feeling any pressure from Kasita, she pushed open the door further.

It was a kitchen. Counters, pots, pans, food… It almost looked modern given the high quality equipment. Obviously there weren’t any electric ranges or conventional ovens. Definitely no microwaves. But there was a pot above a small fire right next to the door, boiling over as it rattled the lid.

That explained one noise. As for the other…

Kasita leaned into Alyssa, pressing her hand right and down. She held the pistol there, not giving any cue to fire just yet. So Alyssa didn’t. Waiting with held breath, she stared into the kitchen, trying to spot any movement.

There! An unnatural curling of the steam coming off the boiling pot! Alyssa’s hands moved, but Kasita pulled her back to where she had been.

“It’s a trick,” Kasita said, voice barely reaching Alyssa’s ear despite standing close enough that her whole body was pressed up against Alyssa’s back. “There’s nothing there.”

“We can’t just sit here. They know where we are now. Another one will be coming up the stairs behind us.”

“Ufu~” Her giggle brushed against the hairs on Alyssa’s neck, making her twitch. “Send the girl in. She’s annoying enough to draw it out.”

“Kasita…”

“Fine. I guess we’re putting ourselves into danger in place of some worthless human.”

“Being annoying isn’t grounds for execution.”

Alyssa stepped into the room, keeping her pistol aimed just over the top of an island-type counter. The boiling pot was rattling behind her back as she started walking around the island. Every step she took was smaller than the last. By the time she reached the edge of the island counters, she was barely shimmying along. And she couldn’t stop scowling as she stared at the floor.

“It’s dead.”

“Shoot it, just in case.”

Another of the shadow assassins was on the floor, dark skin and spiral tattoos making it unmistakable. If it had a face, it would have been face-down. The only way she could actually tell which side was front and which was back were the way the legs and arms bent. Black oil spread out from its body, pooling around the still corpse. Alyssa hesitated. The noise of her gunshot could draw more. If it was dead and had been before they had opened the door, then the controller might not know where they were. At the same time, how many movies had she seen where the monster pretended to be dead just to get the drop on the plucky protagonist. With that in mind, it was much easier to give the trigger a light squeeze.

A crack rang out as the body jerked ever so slightly with the impact.

And that was it. No other sounds. No screeching that made her want to shoot herself. Just a mild ringing in her ears.

“Dead. It must have been Irulon?”

Scowling, Kasita took a step forward, kicking at the body. It barely moved under her foot. “Something was moving in here. I’m sure of it. But…” She looked up and slowly turned to look around the room. “I don’t know where it went.”

“Then we should move on quick. Before something ambushes us.” Alyssa turned back to the door they had come through. Tess had poked her head through, probably wondering if it was safe.

“There is something on the floor there,” Kasita said, pointing toward Tess at the same time as Alyssa heard it. A slight glimmering noise coming from where Kasita was pointing.

A bubble burst next to the boiling pot. A cloaked figure appeared in the midst. Alyssa raised her pistol, but a gust of wind from the bubble popping made her take a step back, squinting her eyes. That moment of distraction was enough. The figure slipped around behind Tess, grabbing her by the throat. A crooked blade found itself pressed right up against Tess’ chin, pressing into the skin but not quite breaking it.

“Let her go,” Alyssa said, aiming her pistol. She didn’t fire. The person—for it was a human or human enough that she couldn’t tell the difference with that cloak on—had stooped down, keeping most of their body behind Tess. Alyssa didn’t trust her aim half enough to fire without hitting the girl.

“You again,” a vaguely familiar voice snarled from behind the wide-eyed Tess. “Liadri knew you would be here, but why? What relation do you have to the royal family?”

“Morgan? Is that you?” That was the familiar voice. Morgan. From the Brechen Overlook. She wore the same elegant robe that the person had worn down on the streets. Which meant that she had gotten all the way up here from down there. Teleportation? Recall again? Or something else. If it was a free teleport, Alyssa really wanted that spell, but it wasn’t like she could just ask her for it. Not while she was holding children hostage.

What to do? What to do? Alyssa couldn’t see Kasita in her peripheral vision. She might have gotten knocked down from that wind… or she had just run off again. Which meant that she couldn’t be relied on at the moment. Hopefully there wasn’t a shadow assassin creeping up on Alyssa’s back.

“Bercilak will be happy to know you survived the other night,” Alyssa said, just trying to think of something that would get the knife away from Tess’ throat.

Tess didn’t struggle as Morgan dragged her a step back to the door, now using it as more of a shield than Tess’ short body. The younger girl shot Alyssa a glare, as if it were all her fault that she had wound up a hostage. Which, if Alyssa were being honest, was probably a whole lot better than how she would have handled it at Tess’ age.

“Bercilak will be happy when he is free of the dungeons, your pharaoh and his whole family are dead, and Tenebrael’s name is scoured from this world.”

“I really doubt she would let that happen.”

“She won’t have a choice. With her most powerful followers dead, the armies of Juno will be free to destroy blasphemous temples and texts.”

“Yeah, but that’s just the human side of things. I don’t think Tenebrael will allow her name to be sullied. Though maybe she will, I don’t know. I don’t really understand the rules she operates under. Like she has this little black book that tells the future—it’s why I’m here, since it predicted a friend’s death—and apparently she can’t change that future. Like, she saved the monsters when they should all have been destroyed, or something like that—kept them around past their expiration date. Apparently, that has messed up her world enough to get all the other angels in a tizzy, but it is still following and was apparently preordained by that book. So what are the other angels mad about? I’d ask her, but she has this habit of disappearing the moment I take my eyes off her. Usually after telling me something annoying, like my friends are going to die.”

That was something she had wanted to get off her chest for a while now. Iosefael had popped up to start whining about how this world shouldn’t have monsters and claimed that Tenebrael had done something wrong. Tenebrael apparently couldn’t deviate from what was written in the book no matter how hard she tried. Was the book not the plan that they had mentioned? Even if it wasn’t, Iosefael was getting mad at Tenebrael for something the latter had no control over.

It was enough to make her sigh in exasperation. But at least it was an honest frustration that might help build a bit of rapport with Morgan. That’s what they did during hostage situations in movies, anyway. Hollywood was really all Alyssa had to fall back on in situations like this. She hadn’t ever experienced a real hostage situation.

Both Tess and Morgan were staring. Tess with wide eyes and Morgan with her golden eyes narrowed, barely gleaming out from under her hood.

“You speak as if you talk with Tenebrael regularly.”

“Yeah, well, anytime someone dies, Tenebrael pops up. Since I can see her, she sometimes talks to me. I’ll be honest, she’s a right bitch. I can understand why you hate her. But that doesn’t mean that you can just go threaten and kill twelve year olds indiscriminately.”

“Twelve?!” Tess shouted. She started to step forward only to wince as the blade bit into her chin. “I am not twel—”

“Quiet. The adults are talking.” Alyssa gave Tess a glare before looking up to Morgan. “Why don’t you let the girl go so that we can have a nice civil conversation. You might not believe me, but I really am interested in knowing why you hate Tenebrael so much given how everyone here worships the ground she floats over. Or at least the ground they think she floats over.”

For just a moment, Alyssa thought her ploy had worked. Morgan’s fingers loosened ever so slightly from Tess’ neck. But only for a moment. Her grip doubled over, fingers burrowing into the skin as Tess finally started struggling. The girl’s hands tried to pry off Morgan’s gloved fingers. She even started stomping her foot, trying to break loose.

Morgan didn’t seem to care in the slightest. Her eyes stared hard at Alyssa. “You think I’m an idiot? I know how your artifacts work. You won’t use them while I have her between us.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together. It had almost worked. Almost. Had she said something wrong? Or was Morgan just suspicious enough that it never would have worked? Wracking her mind, Alyssa tried to figure out what to do. Should she take the chance and try shooting at what little of Morgan wasn’t behind the smaller girl? There wouldn’t be much time. Morgan was well and truly strangling Tess now.

She just about dropped her pistol in the hopes that doing so might appease Morgan, even momentarily. But before she could, she heard her own voice coming from behind the open door.

“No. But I can use them from here.”

Morgan snapped her head to the side. Immediately, she ducked, releasing her grip on Tess in the process.

Tess realized that she was free. She thrashed and kicked as she started struggling instead of putting distance between herself and the woman as was sensible. An elbow wound up right in the darkness of the ducked Morgan’s hood. A muffled grunt came from the depths that would have been almost comical under other circumstances.

Not willing to waste the opportunity, Alyssa rushed forward, using one hand to grasp Tess by the shoulder and throw her away from Morgan. Kasita stood to the side, holding a pistol out in Morgan’s direction. Not a real pistol, obviously. The mimic was many things—literally—but she couldn’t be in two places at once and Alyssa had all her pistols on her. One of which found its butt smacking into Morgan’s stomach. The woman doubled over with a cough from the force, but Alyssa didn’t care. She threw her shoulder into the woman, knocking her to the floor.

With Morgan on the ground, Alyssa stomped down on the knife still in her hand. Even knowing what she was doing, the audible snaps made Alyssa wince. Morgan’s groan through her clenched teeth didn’t help matters. “Move even the slightest and you’ll have a brand new hole in your head,” Alyssa said, leveling her pistol at Morgan’s head.

Morgan didn’t listen. Her hand that hadn’t been crushed slid ever so slightly closer to her pocket.

Alyssa turned and stomped as hard as she could on Morgan’s other hand.

“That was your one warning,” Alyssa said, ignoring the moans. “Tess, search her. She has spell cards somewhere on her. Find them and take them away.”

Kasita stepped forward, false gun vanishing into nothingness. “You should just shoot her.”

“Your monster is right,” Tess said, rubbing at her chin. “Kill her.”

“Tess,” Alyssa commanded. “Search her. She stays alive for now—if she doesn’t make too much trouble—because she can order around the shadow assassins, get them to drown themselves in the river.”

“You fool,” Morgan said with a half-laugh. “You think I would be here if I were in charge of this operation? Kill me. I have failed in my task and deserve nothing less.” The tension in her body lapsed. Her head turned to the side to stare at the boiling pot. And she sat there on the ground, unmoving save for light breaths.

“Huh. Bercilak said something similar. I’ll tell you the same thing I told him: Tenebrael will show up when you die regardless of what you believe. She will pull out your soul, shove it down her mouth, and eat you. And if I’m nearby, maybe I’ll try to convince her to torture you a little first, just for holding a kid hostage. Besides that, you are trying to start a war and kill thousands of people just because they think, wrongly, that Tenebrael is some sort of god. For that, I think I’ll hand you over to the Black Prince. He can get all the information he can out of you.”

Blinking, Alyssa flicked her eyes to where Tess was pulling a deck of cards from Morgan’s pocket. The girl tried to slip it into the pocket of her own apron-like dress, but Alyssa snatched it out of her fingers before it could disappear. “Thank you, Tess.”

The girl glared, but didn’t say anything as she scurried off to the side. Rather, it was Morgan who began speaking again, this time with a smile.

“You’re too late. The first, second, and third princes are dead. The rest will be joining them by morning.”

Darth Vader dead? Alyssa wasn’t sure she believed that. He had seemed so implacable the night of the attack… the first attack. Then again, they had been planning on using shadow assassins against him then, so maybe the creatures were his weakness. “But Irulon is still alive. She threatened to take me apart once. I’m sure she would be happy to do the same to you.

“And she’s our next destination.”

            

    
        014.007 The Demon Angel Brings - Three Heads Are Better

    
    
    
    
                Dragging an uncooperative person up a set of stairs was, as it turned out, unpleasant. Possible. But Alyssa had nearly fallen down more than once just trying to pick her up. After searching her for any extra weapons or cards on her person, Alyssa had tied Morgan up using ropes from the food storage room, which was just below the kitchens. She wasn’t all that well versed in keeping people immobile. However, the internet kept quite extensive notes on the art of bondage. Once certain that Morgan couldn’t move, rather than risk falling down the stairs and breaking her neck because of a squirming captive, Alyssa had thrown her into the storage room and locked the door with a key Tess had.

Hopefully that would keep her.

“You should have killed her.”

“Hmph. I agree with the monster.”

“She could have valuable information in stopping these kinds of attacks. We’ll leave it up to Irulon. If she wants to throw her off the tower, fine. But I’ve got her spells and her two knives. She’ll be harmless in there for the time being.”

“Until an assassin slips in and frees her.”

“Yes, I am aware that it isn’t a perfect plan. What else was I supposed to do?”

“Shoot her.”

“Slit her throat.”

“Break her neck.”

“Slice open her stomach.”

“Strangle her.”

“Cut—”

“Alright! Enough already.” Alyssa stomped up the stairs. A new set of stairs, one that led up to Irulon’s floor.

Her floor. She had a whole floor to herself. While the palace was pyramidal in shape and got narrower up at the top, the whole floor was still probably bigger than two side-by-side copies of Alyssa’s home. Yard included. And they had to find her somewhere on the floor. Monsters would presumably be running around, having broken onto the actual floor. Maybe what she had done already would be enough to prevent Irulon’s death—maybe Morgan was the one to have killed Irulon in Tenebrael’s books—but Alyssa wasn’t going to take chances until this whole crisis was well over with. Given that Irulon would have died without Alyssa’s present or future actions, it could be assumed that the monsters would be able to harm her.

Which might mean that she was in hiding. Probably in some safe room that would be nearly impossible to find thanks to magic or elven engineering.

On the Brechen Overlook, Bercilak had mentioned their targets. Administrator Devo, the Black Prince, and some priest who had been dismissed as a target as soon as things started going wrong. Given that Devo, Irulon, and the pharaoh were the highest ranked arcanists in the city, Irulon would presumably be given quite a high priority. Her and…

“Where is the pharaoh?” Alyssa said with a glance toward Tess. “We should probably make sure he is safe too.”

“Ha! You think something like this would have ever happened had he been around?” Tess shook her head. “No. Last time, he snapped his fingers and every heretic in the city fell over dead. But he’s been gone for a month now. Inspecting the Fortress of Pandora.”

“Last time? Are these attacks common?”

“Once a year. The Juno Federation sends an army to attack the city. Assassinations and rioting are common beforehand. Though I don’t think they’ve ever used monsters before.”

“You don’t think so? Don’t you know?”

Tess pressed her lips together before slipping up past Alyssa. “Oh look! The door. Why don’t I just open this up for us. I can sense my princess. She is definitely still on her floor.”

“Wait.” Alyssa started to grab at her wrist, but hesitated, not wanting the girl to freak out again.

But the girl didn’t heed her words, opening the door and…

Staggered back, hand over her mouth. “O-Oh Tenebrael… What—”

Pistol in hand, Alyssa stepped up in front of her and right next to Kasita, ready to shoot at whatever had startled Tess.

Only to cover her own mouth, stifling a gag.

The door opened up to a hallway. Several lights had been knocked from their holders along the walls. Enough were left unbroken that Alyssa could see everything, as much as she didn’t want to. Blood had been smeared over much of the polished floor, walls, and even the ceiling. Some blood was streaked or splattered. Other spots looked more like hand prints. Or claw prints, given the elongated fingers. A statue, of Irulon no less, had toppled onto the floor in the center of the hallway, landing right on top of… meat.

Meat. Alyssa didn’t know how else to describe it. At one point in time, it might have been a person, but the now broken marble statue had landed on it hard enough to send pieces scattering around in a circle. Like a little meaty explosion. It wasn’t Irulon. Alyssa could tell that easily enough for its head had managed to escape the statue, if only barely. The head wasn’t attached anymore, sitting upside-down just to the side of the statue, staring down the hall with milky-white eyes.

“Another servant?”

“No. One of Princess Irulon’s toys.”

“T-Toys?”

“She has a habit of collecting bodies. I’ve told her time and time again that it isn’t a very princessly thing to do,” Tess said, sounding like a concerned mother, “but she doesn’t listen… It was probably trying to protect her.”

“Wait. A dead body was trying to protect her?”

Tess glanced up, shrugged, and nodded her head. As if there was nothing wrong with that sentence. “I hope they recognize me. If any are still alive. Otherwise we might be fighting off them and whatever killed this one.”

Kasita moved a step forward, form shimmering. “It doesn’t matter if they recognize you, so long as they recognize me.” As she spoke, her voice went from Alyssa’s relatively deep voice to a much more neutral if slightly more feminine sound. Jewelry sprouted on her fingers and arms while her irises turned from brown to violet. She turned around to face Alyssa with a wide smile on her face just as a tattoo sprouted around her eye.

“Good thinking,” Alyssa said with a nod of her head. The less problems in their path, the better. Monsters, fanatics, gangs, and angels were bad enough. She didn’t need zombies added to that list.

“You…” Tess said, voice stiff. Her gloved hands shook at her sides as she ground her teeth. “You monster. How dare you sully Irulon’s beauty with that horrid expression. Take that face off right now!”

Alyssa really didn’t know what Tess was talking about. The resemblance was… perfect. The appearance was expected of a mimic, but managing that smile. It wasn’t the fake one that Irulon wore around the Observatorium where other students might see. It was the far more sadistic one Alyssa had seen on occasion. Usually when something was going Irulon’s way. Surely Tess had seen that side of Irulon at least once or twice.

But Tess’ words didn’t matter. With a giggle that did not fit Irulon, Kasita walked into the hallway. “I’ll change when I feel like it. And right now, I feel like not fighting your master’s toys.”

“I agree. Stick next to me, Kasita. Point out anything that moves. And you,” Alyssa said with a glance to Tess. The girl glared, but Alyssa ignored it. She couldn’t wait until they found Irulon. The princess could deal with twelve year olds all she wanted. Alyssa really did not like kids that much. “Where is Irulon most likely to be hiding?”

Tess opened her mouth. Even before a single sound came out, it was obvious that she wasn’t going to answer. Her fists were still shaking and her eye didn’t even glance in Alyssa’s direction. All of her anger was solely leveled at Kasita.

So Alyssa interrupted her. “Think of it this way, the sooner we find Irulon, the sooner Kasita can go back to normal.”

“Ufu~ Don’t be too sure. I could get used to having the body of a princess.”

“Isn’t it all an illusion? What does it ma—” Alyssa took a breath and closed her eyes. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter. Let’s go. We’ve wasted enough time talking as is.”

Eyes wide and searching for anything, Alyssa moved into the hall. Without even being asked, Kasita moved right up next to her, putting one hand on her outstretched arm just in case something popped up that needed to be shot. Several of the doors had been broken down. All from the hallway side. They came across another four of the toys, all unmoving. Three of them had been pulled to pieces while the fourth had simply had its head torn off.

“That’s Irulon’s main sleeping chamber,” Tess said as they passed another of the shattered doors. It opened up into a large room with an oversized bed, a desk, books, and a balcony. Probably more that Alyssa couldn’t see from the hallway. Just seeing the balcony sent a quiver through Alyssa’s toes. Having climbed only one flight of stairs, she didn’t feel that high up… but this was definitely near the top of the palace. That balcony would be… high. Much higher than the Brechen Overlook.

Tess was just behind Alyssa, still looking furious. Honestly, now that they had found Irulon’s floor, they probably didn’t need her anymore. If it weren’t for the fact that leaving a twelve year old to fend off the monsters on her own would be absolutely reprehensible, Alyssa would have tried to find another of those hidden peephole closets to shove her inside.

But, since she was around, she could at least answer a few questions.

“Will she be inside her room?” Alyssa asked, desperately hoping that the answer wouldn’t bring her closer to that balcony.

“No. Her laboratory. I can feel her up ahead. She and I are connected enough to sense that much,” Tess said with a certain amount of pride.

“Of course Irulon has a lab,” she said without hiding her relief. “Where is it?”

“End of the hall. Big doors. It occupies most of the floor.”

“Big doors? You mean that big hole?”

“Hole!” Tess leaned around Alyssa and Kasita. As soon as she saw the two heavy wooden doors lying on the floor, she rushed forward, no longer whispering. “Princess! Princess?” Alyssa tried to grab her shoulder, not even caring that she might flip out, but the girl was too quick.

And Kasita stopped her from chasing after with two simple words. “Behind us.”

Alyssa pivoted, aiming her pistol. Kasita shifted her aim slightly to the door they had just passed. Irulon’s room. Alyssa almost fired, assuming there to be something invisible standing there.

A hand reached out, grasping the door’s frame before Alyssa could act. A hand with needle-like fingers long enough to grab Alyssa around the torso and still have room to spare. The shiny black fingers, which were sharpened to a point at their tips, looked like latex in how they moved. Stone cracked in its grip as it pulled the rest of its body out into the hall.

It was skeletally thin, covered in that black latex from its three long toes to the tip of its curved horns. If given more time, Alyssa could have counted its ribs. Even without the time, she could tell it had too many. It was humanoid, but too long at every point. Like someone had taken a person and stretched out their legs just enough to make it unnatural, then stretched out its arms, then its body. Were it standing up straight, the tips of its horns would have scraped along the ceiling. But it wasn’t, it was hunched over just enough so that its unnaturally long arms barely kept off the floor as it walked.

The worst was its face. The rest of it might have been creepy enough half-shadowed as if ripped from a horror movie… but its head was plainly visible in the full light, making Alyssa want to turn and run. Maybe even jump from the balcony to get away from it. The otherwise unbroken smooth latex that covered its entire body did not remain the same on its head.

A hundred thousand holes covered the oblong dome of its head. All were different sizes and even different shapes, pressed together so tightly that only a thin string of latex kept the tiny holes from becoming larger.

The holes were bad enough. But the holes didn’t end. They had no backs. Even with a light right in front of the creature’s face, Alyssa could see no end to the depths of its head.

Alyssa tried to speak but her throat had gone dry. “What is it?” she managed after swallowing. Her finger was on the trigger, pressing down but not enough to actually fire her pistol. Something in the back of her mind warned her off shooting. Perhaps a fear that, if she shot, it might open up another hole to that endless abyss.

She didn’t get a response. Not a verbal one, anyway. The mimic broke contact with her arm, moving backward.

It took a moment to process what had just happened.

 

Kasita took a step back.

 

Kasita took a step back! The mimic that laughed off getting a knife through her forehead took a step back.

 

What little moisture Alyssa had managed to gather in her mouth evaporated instantly as the thing tilted its head in her direction. A distinct unease settled in Alyssa’s gut, like it was looking through her just as much as she could see through its face. It lifted one of its lithe legs, slow and sluggish. Almost like it didn’t want to chase after anyone. But it placed the foot down, dragging itself forward ever so slightly.

“We need to leave. Now!”

Not one to argue with sound advice, Alyssa turned. Together with Kasita, she ran down the remainder of the hall to Irulon’s laboratory. “How do we stop it?!” Alyssa shouted. Being quiet didn’t seem like it would do much good anymore. Looking back over her shoulder, it was definitely aware of them and chasing them. Though it still moved slow and sluggish, it didn’t make even the slightest noise. Even with that lethargic speed, it could easily have sneaked up behind her without her ever knowing until it was too late.

Kasita didn’t respond. She stepped over the fallen doors to the lab and started looking around.

When she had heard about a laboratory, Alyssa hadn’t been sure what to expect. To her, the word meant clean white tiles, white lab coats, bottles and beakers of colored chemicals, and lots of expensive equipment. Even Hollywood renditions of fantasy science merely replaced the tile floors with rich wood and the modern equipment with more antiquated brass and steam.

Stepping into the room, Alyssa was sure that Tess had misspoken. The place was clearly a dungeon. Chains and cages hung from the ceiling. Some of which were occupied. A man without a head hung from his legs in one corner of the room. Another unfortunate person was little more than a skeleton, suspended inside a circular cage near the entrance. Alyssa didn’t have the time to glance around at every single one with that monster behind her, but there were several. Only one was still alive. A certain violet eyed blond struggled against manacles keeping her attached to a flat plank of wood.

“Hey, hey! It’s you!” she shouted, tugging against her chains. “Come to rescue my idiot sister? You won’t fool anyone with that fake. You’re too late! And my friends will free me soon enough!”

Ugh. Octavia clearly hadn’t learned a thing. Aside from that, the monster had to have been here for a while and hadn’t broken her chains. It probably wasn’t too friendly. But that was her problem. Alyssa had her own troubles to worry about at the moment.

Kasita headed in the opposite direction from Octavia, toward where Tess was pounding furiously against a blank section of wall. Since she could sense the princess, Irulon must have been behind the wall, but Alyssa couldn’t see any doors on that side of the room. Throwing one last look over her shoulder at the monster dragging its feet across the floor, Alyssa chased after the mimic. Kasita didn’t go all the way up to the wall. She paused at a tall bookcase. The only one in the room. After staring at it for only a moment, she reached up and pulled on one of the many books with both hands.

Just like a movie, the bookcase clicked and the entire thing slid to the side.

“Inside quickly,” Kasita whispered as the case opened up to a darkened passage. “Do not make a sound if you do not wish to die.” She ducked inside without waiting to see if anyone would follow her.

Alyssa grabbed Tess from where she was banging on the wall and shouting for Irulon, clamping a hand around her mouth in the process. It was a good thing she was a twelve year old girl or dragging her inside would have been troublesome. The second they crossed the threshold, Kasita threw her whole weight against a large lever. The room went perfectly dark as the bookcase slid back in front of the opening.

Tess still struggled, trying to escape from Alyssa’s grip. Alyssa had half a mind to slam her skull into the wall in the hopes that it would knock her out. But she also didn’t want to brain the poor girl if at all possible. She was worried about her princess. Perfectly understandable. At the same time, Alyssa really didn’t want that thing to find them. They were lucky enough that it wasn’t fast enough to have seen them enter the passage. Octavia being out there was bad enough. Alyssa had to hope that the monster wouldn’t be able to understand anything she said.

Thankfully, Kasita took the problem out of her hands. “Your princess is in here,” she hissed. “But if you don’t stop immediately, you will kill her by drawing the gaunt to us.”

The girl immediately stopped struggling. Alyssa couldn’t see her face in the darkness, but she let out a small sigh of relief.

“Hm. Another of us?” A familiar voice spoke from somewhere in the shadows of the room.

“She’s right.”

“Of course we are. Tess?”

“Sleep.” “Sleep.” “Sleep.”

Tess went entirely slack. She made absolutely no effort to keep herself upright as she sank out of Alyssa’s grip and hit the floor with a mild thud. For a moment, Alyssa worried that she might make even more noise now that her mouth was uncovered, but she didn’t. She just lay on the floor, half on Alyssa’s shoes, quiet and unmoving.

“But it isn’t another of us.” The voices in the darkness were barely audible. Even just swallowing drowned out the soft noises.

“No. We would have known.”

“Then what…”

“The mimic.” “The mimic.” “The mimic.”

Scowling, Alyssa pulled out her phone and activated its flashlight.

Three Irulons winced at the same time, shielding their eyes with their hands in perfectly identical manners. But they weren’t quite right. It was like looking at herself in Kasita, except backwards. Their tattoo was around the wrong eye. The snake armband that Irulon wore was usually around her left arm, now it was around her right. The part in their dark hair was on the wrong side. And all of them reached up with their left hands to cover their eyes from the light.

Irulon was right handed.

Slowly, they started to lower their hands, hesitantly at first as if letting their eyes get used to the sudden light.

Alyssa recoiled back at seeing them.

They didn’t have eyes. It wasn’t like the bottomless abyss of that monster outside. More like flat planes of glass that reflected all they looked at. Right now, they reflected the bright light of Alyssa’s flashlight, with a silhouette of herself standing near it.

Another Fractal spell. It had to be.

“Well, she’s here,” one of them whispered.

“That’s nice. I’m sure we would like some company while we die.”

“What if she can help us?”

The leftmost Irulon smiled and shook her head. “What can she possibly do that we haven’t already tried.”

“She’s from another world. It wouldn’t be wise to underestimate her.”

“And she knows the potion maker. A rejuvenation potion would likely cure our wounds before we died from them.”

“Enough,” Alyssa hissed. “I don’t even want to know what you’ve done to yourself. Just tell me what that thing out there is and how to kill it before it finds its way in here.”

Kasita was the one to answer first. “It’s a gaunt. A gaunt!” Her voice came out as barely more than a whisper, but it still carried the intensity of someone frightened for their life. “You can’t just kill gaunts. It’s going to suck us in and… and… I don’t know what after that. Probably death.”

“The mimic is correct.”

“We know of no way to destroy a gaunt.”

“It is a puzzle that we’ve been trying to solve for two hours now.”

“One puzzle. The other…”

“Do we tell her? It will damage her opinion of us.”

“If we die, her opinion will be worse.”

“But if we solve it ourselves—”

“Have we thought of a new plan?” The middle Irulon said, crossing her arms. Neither of the others said anything. Nodding her head, she looked directly at Alyssa. “We received your warning in time to begin preparing countermeasures. Unfortunately, the gaunt managed to sneak up behind us without us knowing. We were… distracted by a shadow assassin pounding on the door. Our countermeasures saved us.”

“For the moment.”

“We are injured.”

The center Irulon pointed down toward the floor. For a moment, it looked like nothing more than her legs and the stone of the floor. A crack ran through it like an eggshell. Shimmering shards of glass parted to reveal a fourth Irulon, lying perfectly still on the floor. This one had her tattoo on the right side of her face. A haze of grey hung over her, making her look even more like Tenebrael. The only color on her body was the six red streaks on the left side of her chest. Her clothes were torn… as was her skin. Alyssa couldn’t tell how deep they were. At least, she couldn’t until one of the mirror-eyed Irulons turned the greyscale copy onto her back.

The six claw marks ran all the way through her body.

“A precarious situation.”

“We are in stasis.”

“We put ourselves into stasis.”

“It saved us from the gaunt.”

“Temporarily.”

“Once the stasis wears off, we will have an exceedingly limited amount of time to fix ourself.”

Alyssa stared down at the real Irulon. Her mouth was open and frozen in a pained grimace. Her eyes were wide with shock. And she was utterly still. “How long will the stasis hold for?”

“Nine hours.”

“Exactly?”

“Eight hours, fifty-two minutes.”

“Assuming no actions taken, we estimate that our body will survive for twelve minutes after the stasis ends.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together, glancing at the numbers on her phone. “I have good news for you. Relatively. You’ll actually die seventeen minutes after the stasis ends.”

“How do you know?”

“You can tell from such a small glance?”

“Your analytical skills cannot supersede ours.”

“Ah. The trinket.”

“She got it back.”

“It can analyze the health of a human.”

“We would love to examine it.”

“We would love to survive.”

“The two are not mutually exclusive.”

Alyssa held up a hand. “Stop. Please. And when we save you… never ever use this spell again. Please.” She glanced to Kasita, hoping for some support. The mimic had been uncharastically silent. Surely the situation warranted a few ufu~s. The mimic, still in Irulon’s guise, hadn’t moved a muscle since blurting out about the gaunt. She stood perfectly still save, perhaps, for minor trembling in her arms. Is the gaunt that scary? Alyssa didn’t want to be anywhere near it, true. But she also didn’t want to be near a shadow assassin. For Kasita to be acting as she was… it gave Alyssa some unpleasant vibes. “Alright,” Alyssa said, kneeling down to the real Irulon. “How do I help fix you up?”

To start with, she tried moving away the scraps of clothing to get a better look at the wound. She didn’t know what to actually do with the wound itself, but getting the normally golden clothing out of the way would be a great start.

Except she couldn’t. Pulling on a shred of cloth didn’t budge it. Even grasping it with both hands only succeeded in lifting up Irulon’s entire body.

“This particular stasis spell locks the future of our body in place.”

Alyssa frowned. “And her clothes, I see.”

“For the purposes of the spell, our clothes and body are one and the same.”

“We would explain further.”

“Fractal magic is difficult to grasp even for geniuses.”

“We would hate to drive you insane.”

Alyssa rolled her eyes.

“Our recommendation: Deal with the gaunt.”

That stopped Alyssa short. “The gaunt? While you’re looking like this?”

“It is necessary,” Left Irulon said. “It is the more pressing issue at the moment, more so than our wounds. Stasis will hold for hours, that bookcase will not.”

“We believe access to our laboratory will significantly increase our chance of survival,” the right said.

Alyssa felt like she was getting whiplash glancing between them over and over again. “But what if someone casts Desecrate Spells or Suppress Magic while you’re like that?”

“A risk, it is true.”

“A risk we must take.”

“Remaining within this store room merely waiting for the spell to run out will get us nowhere.”

“With you here, there is a chance of a certain spell working.”

“But we would prefer to save this body, if at all possible.”

“It is a spell we will only test if no solutions present themselves after we gain access to our laboratory.”

“We cannot cast spells as we are.”

“Hence your requirement.”

“A rejuvenation potion may heal our wounds, but they are rare. Only one exists within the palace.”

“Leaving to acquire it while the gaunt is out there will prove difficult.”

Alyssa took a deep breath now that the three princesses had stopped talking. Deal with the gaunt. A gaunt that apparently cannot be killed. Ugh, why couldn’t Tenebrael just show up and fix everything. “Alright. Tell me everything about gaunts.”

            

    
        015.001 Interlude - Oxart

    
    
    
    
                Hands clasped behind her back, Oxart gazed out the large window in her office.

The window looked to the north, over the fields and to the desert beyond. Wheat glistened a golden brown in the dying light of the day. Corn stalks were high. Harvest would be soon. Over the next few weeks, the farmhands would reap the tall fields. A few weeks after that and there would be nothing left at all but scraps of straw. Rats and vermin would move in, taking their own bounty from the land. Soon after, priests would head out, blessing the land, asking Tenebrael for an even larger harvest the next year. Arcanists would follow close behind, erecting magic to keep pests away from the soon-to-be planted crops. Once the land was consecrated and prepared, the farmers would return to sow their seeds.

And the cycle would begin again.

Partially. A third of what Oxart could see would produce no usable crops this year. The wheat had been torched, trampled, and destroyed. Fields surrounded the city of Lyria, but this was still a sizable portion. The city, Oxart knew, kept some stores under stasis. Would it be enough? Doubtful. She had already heard whispers from her elder brother that the noble families were going to be required to give up a portion of their crops to Lyria. Her own family’s land might even be tapped, though she had hardly seen them since joining the city guard. She had never found much point to meeting with her family.

Most of her peers in the city guard were the same. For children of nobles who were far enough down the line, there were several common avenues one might take. Oxart chose the path of the knight, a defender of the city of Lyria. It was one of the most common professions for younger noble children. Commoners made up the majority of the city guard, of course. But anyone of any import was likely a noble of some sort. Far more dedicated individuals might renounce their nobility entirely and join the palace’s elite guard. Oxart hadn’t been willing to go quite so far. She only had the one older brother. If some tragedy befell him, she would be required to take his place as heir to the House Xelitu.

Turning away from the sight of the fields as the sun hid itself behind the rings in the sky, Oxart scowled at her desk. Papers were piling up again. When she had first considered the path of the knight, she had imagined a bit more glamor to it. Fighting! Action! Heroism! Parades! Honor! As it was, she worked through more paperwork in a single night than a proper scrivener did in a week. Which, perhaps, shouldn’t have come as a surprise. Scribes were in high demand and were another common profession for nobles low on the totem pole of succession. While there were occasional commoners in knightly positions, scribes were almost solely nobles. Mostly due to the simple fact that commoners were not typically very well learned. An illiterate scribe had little worth.

Still, Oxart thought as she sank into her chair and picked up her pen, better a night of paperwork than one of action. It had taken time to learn, but Oxart found she rather liked the doldrums and monotony. Playing the part of a scrivener meant that her men weren’t fighting. Weren’t dying. Nights like tonight, where there was nothing going on, no glory to be had, meant that everyone got to relax without fear or pain or death.

Oxart was not her men, however. She still had to concern herself with such things. Three of her men had perished today. All had been injured by the goblin weapons on the night the fields burned. Two were commoners. The third had been a noble. In their death, Oxart could hardly see a difference. All three had sacrificed their lives defending the city. None were less noble than any other in her eyes.

But her eyes didn’t matter so much in the grand scheme of things. The sad fact was that the two commoners would be handed over to Tenebrael’s priests where their bodies would be dumped into some hole in the ground while the noble needed to be returned to his family. House Knole. A minor noble House, but one nonetheless. His body would likely be interred within the family mausoleum, honored in some way.

Staring at the missive to House Knole that she had started earlier, Oxart wasn’t certain where she should go from here. This wasn’t the first such missive she had written. In the past week alone, a half-dozen had needed penning. But this one… it was more difficult for some reason. Krime of House Knole hadn’t died in combat. Those were the easiest missives to write. It was easy for a family to see the honor in a death in service of others. But he had died sick and in pain, trapped within a bed for nearly a week as poisons wracked his body. Though he fought just as hard as many others, his death would be seen as a sign of weakness.

Even that hadn’t stalled her hand.

It was the girl. Alyssa, she had named herself. A girl who claimed that she could have saved Krime’s life. A girl who had claimed that Krime’s menders had been worthy of treason from their care of the sick and injured. Under other circumstances, Oxart might have dismissed her claims, assuming her to be someone distraught at seeing death in front of her. But something about her demeanor made Oxart reconsider. Alyssa had been confident and spoke with clarity. The way she looked at the body, she was no stranger to death.

The short encounter with Alyssa played over and over again in Oxart’s mind. Could she have done something to save her men? Technically, yes. There were potions out there capable of healing most any wound. Spells as well, though spells were notoriously unreliable. Despite what Alyssa had claimed of the menders’ skill, Oxart trusted them to have tried proper healing spells. But potions… they were far too expensive. The city could not afford curing everyone. Not even a few. For that matter, neither could Oxart. She had sent a missive stating Krime’s delicate health the day after the attack, but she had received no response. In the five years she had been a captain of the city guard, only once had a noble family delivered a potion to an injured guardsman.

Krime, whatever burial he received, had been tossed away just as surely as the two commoners.

Perhaps that was a callous way of thinking. House Knole’s lack of response could have as many reasons as there were stars. Perhaps they had wanted to help, but lacked the funds. Or lacked the time to accrue materials. Or the missive had never reached them. Or maybe a vial of healing potion would arrive in the morning, just a day too late.

Regardless of whether they cared, the city certainly did not. Turning slightly to the other half of her desk, Oxart picked up a piece of parchment. Names. New recruits. Fourteen of her men had died in the battle. Another twenty had passed away in the care of the menders. Eighteen were still with the menders. And this list of new recruits was enough to replace every single one of them. Mostly commoners. Only seven were nobles.

Oxart could not honestly say that she was any better. She couldn’t remember every soldier who had perished under her command. She tried. But she didn’t succeed. Of the thirty-four who had died so far, she would be hard pressed to name every single one of them and they had only died in this past week. A month from now and she might not remember Krime at all. Not out of maliciousness, but simply because new events would steal the focus of her mind and memory.

In a year, it was doubtful that any but Krime’s family and close friends would remember him. In ten years? Probably less than that. A hundred years? Krime might as well have not existed. Oxart could only hope that he found peace and joy in Tenebrael’s embrace.

Shaking the morbid thoughts from her mind, Oxart turned her attentions to another matter that had been bothering her for a while. From its place chained at her hip, Oxart pulled a card from her tome of spells. “Message. Ipo. My office as soon as it is convenient.”

Message sent, Oxart turned her attention to the list of recruits. They would be coming to her in batches of about ten, the first of which would be arriving in the morning. Their backgrounds varied. Half of tomorrow’s batch were green, fresh out of the Central Garrison’s training camps. She would have to see for herself where their skill lay and possibly sequester them for further training, though that likely wouldn’t begin until the other batches had arrived so as to avoid repeating herself. Three had prior experience working as outpost guardsmen along the roads between Lyria and Pandora. She expected no problems from any of them. Outpost guards were well trained and frequently saw real combat with a variety of monsters, the exact types depended on where the outposts were stationed.

The last two had her frowning. One was a noble from House Davenport, a family owning a large swath of land with a city of the same name. A port city along the western coast with a cushy locale segregated from the majority of monster activity throughout the land. In other words, despite her list claiming that he had seven years of knightly experience, this noble likely hadn’t ever used his sword for anything productive. Something gave her the feeling that he would be trouble. And that was likely the final name on the list. A knight from Davenport. Not a noble, but likely a retainer to the House. Possibly even a retainer to the noble, which was what Oxart feared the most. From the list alone, it smelled like this noble wanted to get away from his corner of the world to see Lyria, the Grand City and was bringing his servant along. As if it were a vacation.

Oxart tried not to have preconceived notions, but she had a feeling that this individual would need some hammering down to set him in his place. She would not allow a rich princely-wannabe to endanger the rest of her men with cowardice and arrogance.

A welcome distraction barged into her office, breathing heavily and sweating enough for his short hair to be matted down around his head. He was still wearing his armor, though his helmet was off and held under one arm. Poor guy looked like he needed a rest. So Oxart waved a hand to the chair on the opposite side of her desk. He was a commoner, but Oxart didn’t disparage him for that. Rather, if only the entirety of her guardsmen could have been made up of commoners like Ipo. A hard worker. A good fighter. He had a level head on his shoulders.

It made her smile, though only just. Having memorized the schedules of all her men, Oxart knew that her Message had reached Ipo right as he was ending his shift at the gate. Despite her saying to come when convenient, he had clearly run all the way here. Though her smile slipped slightly as a wave of déjà vu hit her. Leaning slightly to the side, she checked to see if there were any harbingers of doom following him around. Thankfully, he was alone. Though she still had to ask, “Guardsman Ipo, anything to report?”

“No ma’am,” he said with a salute before following her gesture and taking his seat. “Horizon’s quiet tonight.”

“Good. I like quiet nights.” Someone else might have made small talk. Oxart skipped past pleasantries entirely. She had questions and she wanted answers. “The girl… The woman, Alyssa, the one you brought to me the night of the attack. She stopped by the menders’ tent earlier today looking for you.”

Ipo blinked twice, likely confused at the conversation topic. “Did she?” he eventually asked.

“No. That’s what she said. I haven’t discovered why she was there, though Mender Banfry was rather upset with how much she was harassing the menders. Claimed to know better ways of healing patients, though didn’t demonstrate an ability to do so because, in her words, she is just a lumber hauler.”

“A lumber hauler?”

“Is what she said.”

“That’s odd.”

Oxart leaned forward, resting her elbows on the few clear spaces of her desk. “Odd how? What do you know about her?”

“Not much,” he said, rubbing a hand through his hair. Frowning at the sweat on his hand, he wiped it off on his surcoat. “That night was the first night I ever encountered her and I haven’t seen her since. But she claimed to be a slaver that night. Had a number of monsters all in chains and was leading them out of the city. I almost—uh… never mind.”

“What is it, guardsman?”

Ipo pinched his eyes shut, regret lining his face. After a brief mental war with himself, he took a deep breath. “The elf she had with her caught my eye. I uh… offered to buy, but she wouldn’t sell. Said she already had a buyer that she couldn’t disappoint.”

“An elf,” Oxart said, voice flat.

“Yeah. Looked pretty badly beat up. Lots of bruises. But was smiling, is all. It caught my eye. Thought she was…” He rubbed his hair again, mumbling something that sounded an awful lot like “pretty.”

“Uh huh. A smiling elf.”

“Don’t see a lot of them smiling all that often.”

“No,” Oxart said, tapping a finger on her desk. “You don’t.” A smiling elf with an abusive slaver. Abusive wasn’t the impression she had of the woman. Compassionate fit her far better given her ranting at the menders. Though it was true that people tended to act differently around monsters. She could possess a hidden sadistic streak toward inhuman beings. Or… “The elf you wanted to buy was just one of the monsters? How many and what were they, more elves?”

“Ah, no. She had a honey bee, a sheep, and a salamander with her. First time I ever seen one of them.”

Oxart lifted an eyebrow. “A salamander? That’s rare. I wasn’t aware one was in the city.” Ipo didn’t say anything in response, though she hadn’t expected him to. He just shrugged. “And she led them out of the city to sell?”

“I didn’t see the buyer, but she came rushing back a short time after. I thought the monsters had escaped at first. Started wishing the monsters had escaped once I saw the actual problem. Brought her back to you, you know what happened there, then she followed me to the guild. Asked a bunch of questions about the guild on the way. Apparently hadn’t heard of them because she wasn’t from Lyria. When I left the guild, she didn’t follow me out. Haven’t seen her since.”

Clasping her hands together, Oxart scowled in thought. The Knights Solaris were not unique to Lyria. They had branches all over the land. Every major village had a tavern full of drunks who called themselves mercenaries. To have not heard of them meant that she was from even further away.

A Juno Federation spy? Given that the troll attack had been orchestrated by the Juno Federation, it was hard to imagine that one of their own would sabotage an attack by drawing attention to it early. From across the seas then? Visitors from over the oceans were rare, but they did crop up occasionally. Alyssa didn’t quite fit with that either, both in appearance and in her actions. They tended to have uniformly black hair and uncomfortably fair skin. Alyssa’s hair was a dark brown but distinctly different from black and her skin didn’t fit right either. As far as Oxart knew, no visitor from over the seas had significantly interacted with anyone. Traders and innkeepers got the most conversation, but those conversations never strayed from their current business. They kept to themselves to an unreasonable extent.

“A sister.” Oxart looked up. “Did she have a sister with her when you saw her? They looked almost identical. Twins, perhaps.”

Ipo shook his head almost immediately. “No she didn’t. Didn’t mention one either.”

That didn’t necessarily mean anything. It wasn’t like Oxart had mentioned her brother during their short conversation. But… she would be lying if she had said that this wasn’t more frustrating now than it had been before. Ipo really didn’t know anything. Not enough to answer any questions. In fact, what he said only raised more questions.

When Alyssa had first shown up with Ipo, she hadn’t thought anything of it. She was just another citizen doing her duty by reporting monster activity. Later, when she had been delivering potions, Oxart hadn’t thought much then either. At the time, she hadn’t even remembered that Ipo introduced her as a slaver. It hadn’t been until earlier today that Oxart really started wondering. The woman was showing up with alarming regularity. Normal citizens did not do that. Not in so many different capacities. If she had been selling potions outside the city or bringing potions to the menders, that would have been another thing entirely.

Perhaps Oxart was worrying too much. The woman didn’t seem like a spy. She didn’t seem harmful either. If anything, she had been helpful. It was just… the words. Alyssa’s people could have saved the men that the menders couldn’t. That rattled around inside Oxart’s head and wouldn’t leave her alone. Regardless of the woman’s oddities, Oxart would be speaking with her. Soon. Perhaps even in the morning, after dealing with the new recruits. If she could keep her men from dying before they had a chance to make a name for themselves, it would be worth a short conversation.

Flicking her eyes over to Ipo, she smiled. “Thank you, guardsman. You’ve been very helpful. You are welcome to—”

 

Oxart jerked as a pressure weighed on her mind. Her back stiffened as she listened to the Message.

~Hi, this is Alyssa, we met earlier today at the hospital. Thought you ought to know that I just killed a shadow assassin outside the palace and several guards are missing. Raise the alarm and maybe get here to back me up if at all possible. I need to get inside to find Irulon, so if I’m not here, I made it inside.~

“So much for a quiet night,” Oxart said through grit teeth.

“Captain?”

Oxart lurched to her feet, knocking several papers to the floor, none of which she paid any mind. Her plans had just changed. The second she was able, she would be dragging Alyssa into an interrogation room and grilling her on just how she wound up in the middle of everything notable that had happened over the past week. Unfortunately, that would have to wait. “Ipo,” she barked. “You have riding training?”

“Yes? I—”

“Horse. Central Garrison. Now. Warn them that the guards around the palace are missing and at least one shadow assassin has been spotted and killed in the vicinity.” If the report was true. Alyssa had been helpful on the few occasions where Oxart crossed her path, but if that had all been a ruse, then this could be a distraction. A way of drawing the city guard away from the walls.

As Ipo rushed from the room with a hastily said, “Yes, ma’am!” Oxart turned to her office’s window. She stared out at the burned and whole fields, searching for any sign of another approaching army. Anything that might hint that this warning was less than genuine. Unfortunately, night had fallen. Darkness and human eyes did not get along all that well. There were no great plumes of smoke lit from the underside as there had been the week before, but that meant little in the long run. Several trolls had breached the city walls with no warning. The same could be true here.

Fists clenched, Oxart shouted over her shoulder. “Adjutant!”

It took only a moment for the door to swing back open. Instead of Ipo, a younger woman stood in the doorway. Oxart’s administrative assistant, Tenno.

“Rouse all the men. Set the barracks on full alert. In two minutes, I want half the ready guard to meet me in front of the building. Have the rest sortied, patrolling the walls.”

“Ma’am,” Tenno said, ducking out of the doorway without asking a single question.

Satisfied that she had a moment, Oxart donned her heavy coat. It had spells woven into the fabric. Highly ranked defensive magic. As a Rank Five arcanist, Oxart considered herself well ahead of most of her peers, but some of the spells that had gone into her uniform were Rank Six. Administrator Devo of the Observatorium had cast them himself. However, if a shadow assassin got close to her, the enchantments likely wouldn’t matter. She would find her head twisted off before she knew what was happening.

For that reason, it was important that she be able to see anything coming well in advance of it touching her.

Opening her tome, Oxart tore out one of the first spells. A relatively complex spell, unfortunately. There were only a handful of Rank Five arcanists in the city guard. Not everyone would be able to use it. It was an added protection for her men, but only while she was around to direct them. “Unseen Sight.”

Nothing appeared to have changed aside from the card vanishing. No red hazes hanging around any vacant spots in the room. Which was good. It meant that there was nothing to be alarmed about within her office. No invisible assassins lurking to take her head off should she stray too close. Hopefully the same could be said of the rest of the city. Clasping her hands behind her back, Oxart stalked out of her office to meet with those men she was going to bring with her to the palace.

            

    
        016.001 Murphy - Gaunts

    
    
    
    
                Gaunts. Creatures… No, monsters perhaps even more horrifying than shadow assassins. Shadow assassins were merely invisible. Their debilitating scream was problematic, but now that she knew what to expect from it, Alyssa felt like she could shrug it off. Not that she wanted to test their effects again. Aside from that, they weren’t even all that strong. At least, they died through sufficient application of bullets just as easily as any human would.

According to both Kasita and the Irulons, nothing could penetrate the skin of a gaunt. No sword, no arrow, no magic. Their rubbery skin was entirely impervious. A bullet moved much faster than an arrow or a sword, so perhaps no one had tried such a thing yet, but the fact that they were apparently immune to magic as well dampened Alyssa’s spirits. They didn’t make a single sound. Despite being skeletally thin, they had the strength of thirteen minotaurs… Alyssa wasn’t entirely sure how much strength that was, but it was more than she had for sure. When feeding, they would press their face up against whatever they wanted to eat and then draw it into their body. It would split apart against the hundreds of holes on their face, ending up looking much like spaghetti. However, again according to the Irulons, a living thing wouldn’t exactly die. Not right away. She suspected that an alternate world lay beneath their skin, one in which the gaunt would appear to hunt down and properly consume their prey.

Apparently not much research had actually gone into trying to kill one. They were rare creatures that only rarely ate. Less than once a decade, presumably feeding off a single creature for a full ten years before having to find something new to consume. When they did, they tended to avoid eating humans, preferring prey that wouldn’t run away if it detected the gaunt. They did not like moving. Between feedings, a gaunt might go so still that towns had been built around them by people ignorant of their true nature, thinking that they were nothing more than ancient statues. Something that typically turned out poorly for some poor villager once the gaunt needed more food. While they wouldn’t seek out humans to eat, a whole buffet of them wandering around town square would be hard to ignore.

“What kind of people would ever want one of those things sitting in the middle of their town?” Even if it wasn’t moving around, the thing looked horrible. The face holes alone were enough to send jitters through Alyssa’s body.

“Superstitious sort,” one of the Irulons said. “Many believe ancient things possess protective qualities.”

“To be fair, they aren’t entirely wrong. There are a great many things that are protective. Even gaunts, in a roundabout manner.”

“Yes. The town of Ngranek. Situated deep within monster-infested territory, yet has never been attacked.”

“Even monsters stay away from gaunts.”

“Apparently they serve up offerings to it on a regular basis. The first time it woke up after the Ngranek’s inception, it ate a passing cow. In their ignorance, they took that to be its preference.”

“Now they serve it cows on a regular basis, even going so far as to worship it.”

“Heathens.”

“Heretics.”

Alyssa took a deep breath. She had experienced her fair share of irritating people. Tzheitza when she got worked up. A coworker of hers that couldn’t close their mouth while chewing. A classmate in high school who thought they were the class clown, but really weren’t liked by much of anyone… The list went on and on. Or it would have if she had bothered making one. But of all the people with annoying quirks, three Irulons was the worst. They didn’t exactly finish each others sentences, but it was close enough. Worse, it seemed almost like they had to vocalize every single thought they had. The real Irulon sometimes thought aloud, usually while doing the black eye thing, but even that wasn’t half as bad as these three.

“If we can subdue it by feeding it, why don’t one of you run out there and get yourself eaten?”

“Ha.” “Ha.” “Ha.”

Ugh.

“We lack substance. Even if we didn’t, this gaunt is being controlled. It will continue until the controller is finished or dead.”

“Though it would be fascinating to observe another world first-hand.”

“The rest of us wouldn’t be able to receive any observations one of us made until we discover a way of communicating between worlds.”

“Just… stop. Please. Focus on suggestions.” Another thing about the Irulons, they seemed to get distracted easily. Alyssa glanced down at the frozen Irulon on the floor and sighed again. If the real Irulon were here, things might have been resolved by now. But she wasn’t.

It was up to Alyssa to figure things out. The Irulons might be able to help, but they were too… un-Irulon-like to be completely relied upon. Kasita was still here, but she had still hardly moved. She was actually less useful than the Irulons. Tess… was still asleep. Probably for the best given how the girl had panicked over Irulon and started shouting at merely being touched.

Finding the controlling fairy would probably be the best option. As with the Brechen Overlook, it could stop the fight instantly and send any shadow assassins left to go kill themselves. Even if a gaunt couldn’t drown, it could at least be sent away. Unfortunately, Bercilak and crew at the Brechen Overlook had been controlling an army and the shadow assassins that had infiltrated the city from the overlook. A fair distance away. The fairy had control over a mile minimum, maybe even further out. It was a bit hard for Alyssa to actually measure distances, but she couldn’t assume that the controllers were inside the palace. Or even the city.

Theoretically, she could ask Tenebrael. The angel wouldn’t answer prayers almost certainly, but she would show up if people died. Octavia was chained up outside and Morgan down in the food storage room. While Alyssa might not like it, if it came down to her versus them, she knew which she would pick.

However, she didn’t want to rely on Tenebrael. It was a bad habit to get into for several reasons. It bred dependency. It inflated the angel’s already inflated ego. And the angel probably wouldn’t say anything anyway. Not if she wanted her little experiment to continue as she had stated. Ugh, things would have been so much easier if Tenebrael had just healed up Irulon like she had healed Alyssa. Why couldn’t she just do that?

Alyssa could feel her mood worsening just thinking about that angel.

Shifting focus, Alyssa considered the others who might possibly have some idea of how to get rid of a gaunt. Tzheitza, Oxart, and Brakkt. All three of whom should have received another Message from Alyssa appraising them of the change in situation and of the gaunt. Still, none of them had replied. Brakkt might be dead if Morgan was telling the truth, but the other two…

“Brakkt,” Alyssa said out loud, whispering. “His sword. It sliced through everything it touched. Could it hurt a gaunt?”

“Unknown.”

“The second keeps his secrets well guarded.”

“Any of our siblings wishing to steal the throne from the first would have to go through him. He acts as a deterrent against succession related conflicts.”

They didn’t know. Right. Of course they didn’t. They had probably been hiding away in here since Alyssa’s warning. “I hate to break it to you, but we ran into one of the people behind all this. She said that three of your brothers are dead, the oldest, the third oldest, and the Black Prince.”

The three Irulons looked at each other with knowing smiles. “They killed our brothers?” the left one said, shaking her head.

“The third, we can believe.”

“He always was the weakest of our elder siblings.”

“But the second? Haha. You shouldn’t believe the words of your enemies, Alyssa. They always have ulterior motives.”

“If he isn’t dead,” Alyssa started with a scowl, “then where is he? Why isn’t he helping us?”

“We believe he is on the upper floors, protecting the first as well as our father’s consorts.”

“That isn’t far away, is it? If we can get to him…”

Right Irulon shook her head. “He isn’t going to hand over his sword. Or leave his station guarding the first. As the seventh, we would be the least of his concerns at the moment.”

Alyssa slumped back against the wall with a huff. For a moment, she had thought she had found a solution. The Black Prince’s sword, even if she had to sneak up to get it herself, could have been just the thing she needed. But if he was alive, then Irulon would be right. He wouldn’t just hand it over. And with shadow assassins and gaunts skulking about, she was right about him likely not leaving whoever he was protecting. They would find a safe place to hold up until reinforcements arrived. Which might explain Oxart’s lack of a response. If she already knew about the situation, would she bother wasting her time sending a message to some random civilian?

It didn’t explain Tzheitza’s silence. Of everyone she had contacted, Alyssa would have expected Tzheitza to be the first to respond. The potioneer could use magic. She had seen her use Flame practically every day. What rank was Message again? It couldn’t be that high, but maybe Tzheitza couldn’t cast anything higher than Rank Zero.

Ugh. Alyssa clutched her hands to her head, trying to think up a solution. Her resources were distressingly limited. She had already flipped through Morgan’s spell cards. Nothing particularly stood out to her as useful. Mostly Death magic and Fire magic. For being called Death magic, it sure didn’t do a good job of killing everything that needed to die. Lots of it was utility spells like the soul vision, chains, and even Contract. Given that the Irulons hadn’t taken the initiative to offer up any spells, they probably didn’t have anything they thought would work against a gaunt.

But… Alyssa blinked. And considered. Magic acted strangely around her. At least, that’s what she wanted to believe. She really only had a handful of examples to go off. Or rather, only the one time she had used Desecrate Spells and when she had used Spectral Chains on an angel.

I used Spectral Chains on an angel!

Tenebrael had broken out of it immediately, of course. But it had captured Iosefael. Even if she had been weakened by the fight, there was no way that any mundane creature could stand up to an angel. If an angel hadn’t been able to break out of the chains, what hope did a puny gaunt have?

Pulling out the deck of cards again, Alyssa flipped through it. Spectral Chains. Right there. “I have a plan.”

“It’s a terrible plan.”

“You’ll get yourself killed.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together. “You haven’t even heard it yet.”

“Any plan you’ve thought of in the thirty minutes you’ve been here is a plan we have already considered and dismissed.”

“Ugh,” Alyssa ground aloud. “Can I at least tell you what I’m thinking about before you shut it down—”

Kasita sprung to her feet. “Silence,” she hissed as she moved to press her ear up against the door.

She didn’t quite make it.

 

Thin rubbery fingers punched through the wood, sending splinters into the small space behind it.

 

Two of the needle-like fingers punctured straight through Kasita’s head. Not that they did any damage. Kasita stumbled back, but it was more in shock than because the claws actually hurt her. “Is there a back way out?” she shouted as a hundred holes to the abyss placed themselves in front of the gouged wood.

Alyssa felt a brush of air rushing toward the opening. Was it smelling them? Well it didn’t have eyes. It had to find them somehow. The gaunt’s face pulled away from the hole just as more of its fingers punched through the wood. Large chunks broke off, both inside and outside. All the while, Kasita scrambled as far back as she could, moving to hide behind the Irulons… who were just standing by, watching with impassive expressions.

The needly fingers pulled away from the wooden bookcase and didn’t return. For a moment, Alyssa thought it might have given up. Though it had broken much of the door, its large body couldn’t fit in and wouldn’t be able to for some time at the rate it was going.

Obviously it had a second plan in mind. The stone cracked around the backside of the bookcase as the gaunt jammed its fingers between and started prying the entire thing away. The wood clearly didn’t want to move, but it didn’t have much choice in the matter. With a resounding snap, the bookcase broke away from its rails, flying off into the laboratory as the gaunt swung it around. It crushed one of the skeleton-filled cages against a wall.

“Hey! Watch it!” Octavia shouted from her chains.

But Alyssa didn’t have a scrap of focus to spare for the girl. She watched, stomach churning as the gaunt’s shadow fell over her, blocking out light with its thin body occupying the space the bookcase had just left vacant.

It just stood there, tilting its head as it drew another breeze into its face.

Alyssa lifted up the spell card and, despite herself, said a small prayer to anything that might be listening. “Please let this work!” As soon as she spoke, she cast the spell.

Ghostly chains materialized around her wrist. The end of it lanced out, wrapping around the gaunt. Its lanky arms snapped to its sides as the links formed around its body from head to toe. Wide stance narrowing with the legs pulled together, it seemed to grow taller… only to fall forward onto its face as Alyssa gave the chains a slight tug.

Bated breath held fast, Alyssa watched it. The gaunt squirmed on the ground, clearly fighting against its chains. But it didn’t escape. The chains kept it from moving. They kept it from eating them… or whatever it did.

One of the Irulons even walked up to it, apparently unconcerned with the possibility. She leaned over and watched it. The gaunt’s visage reflected crystal clear in the mirrors she had for eyes. “This shouldn’t be.”

“This can’t be.”

“Spectral Chains don’t work on things stronger than humans.”

“Even a well trained human could break the links. Their tensile strength is abysmal.”

Chains wrapped around her left hand and pistol in her other, Alyssa ignored the bickering and shouted out again. “Kasita? Are you—”

The Irulon who had moved up to look over the gaunt jerked. Her head snapped back and twisted. It didn’t stop at ninety degrees, continuing until she was looking up at the ceiling while her body was still facing the gaunt.

Alyssa pulled the trigger, making her ears ring from the noise in the small space. But that didn’t stop her. Again and again. Three bullets whizzed out of the room as Irulon’s body fell on top of the gaunt. No splatters of black blood exploded anywhere between her and where the bullets hit the wall on the opposite side of the room.

“Higher!” One of the Irulons—No, Kasita shouted. “It’s crawling on the ceiling.”

The voice was quiet, drowned out by the echoes of the gunshots bouncing off the stone walls. But quiet was enough.

Alyssa snapped her arm up to the ceiling and fired again. And again.

The second shot found its mark. Blood splattered across the ceiling. The thing started shrieking; Alyssa could tell just by the slight pressure against her mind, but at this point, she could barely hear anything at all. Most of it was still invisible, but its invisibility didn’t cover the bloody hole floating in the air.

It gave her a target.

Alyssa unloaded into it. Three more holes appeared in the air as her bullets tore through the monster.

The assassin finally dropped to the ground, landing on top of Irulon’s body. Its invisibility melted away, revealing its sharp teeth weakly snapping at the air.

Not wanting to take the time to reload, Alyssa dropped her pistol to the floor and pulled out the one from her underarm holster. She aimed and fired one shot.

And let out a small sigh as it went still.

“Any others?”

“Not in here,” Kasita said, voice sounding like a whisper yet at a regular volume at the same time.

Alyssa grit her teeth, hoping she hadn’t just done permanent damage to her hearing. An odd thing to think about at the moment while there still could be more of those things outside… but…

She stumbled back, leaning against the wall behind her. Her legs didn’t want to hold her up anymore. Sucking in breaths of air, Alyssa clutched at her chest, trying to stop her heart from doing its best to jump out of her chest. Had it been beating this hard the whole time?

Hate. She hated this. Everything. Monsters. People. Angels. This world was insane. She had a fucking eldritch horror chained to her wrist! The room just past it was filled with corpses that a princess apparently thought of as toys! And had her sister, who thought being an assassin was a cool profession, chained up with those corpses!

That wasn’t even getting into the angels.

Argh!

Alyssa jumped as something brushed her shoulder. Her pistol was up and pointed at Kasita’s head in an instant.

The mimic didn’t even flinch at having the gun in her face. “Are you alright?”

“Fine! I am perfectly fine. Absolutely nothing is wrong. What’s next? A mass of flesh that absorbs anything it touches? An unstoppable monster that will eat anyone who sees its face? Or maybe a cute little teddy bear that is full of ears instead of stuffing? Send them all at me! See if I care! I’ll—”

“I understand,” Kasita said, moving to lean against the wall next to Alyssa. Her form twisted as she moved, turning back to her overly abundant chest and elegant clothes that she had worn at the Waterhole. She didn’t touch Alyssa more than that first brush, but she did slide just a little closer. “I don’t particularly like humans. In fact, if I were as strong as that thing there,” she pointed at the end of Alyssa’s chain where the gaunt was now lying utterly still, “I would probably spend my evenings prowling the streets and breaking them to pieces. But I also like to be around humans. Some of them are… interesting.” Her eyes met with Alyssa’s for just a moment before turning down to the gaunt. “More importantly, I know what humans are capable of. I know what they can and can’t do to me. The only ones I’ve got to watch out for are ones like that princess… or you, I suppose.

“In comparison, all monsters are roughly equal in population to humans, but there are so many varieties of them. And not all monsters are friendly just because I’m a monster too. You’re not the only one who worries about horrors from behind the stars. It’s just the world we live in.”

Alyssa had to scoff at that. The world they lived in, more like. She was just visiting. But, strangely enough, she felt much calmer. Her heart still hammered away at her ribs, but she didn’t feel like she was about to keeter over from a heart attack. And the ringing in her ears had died off. Still there, but subdued. Maybe Tenebrael could cure tinnitus like she fixed up the broken bones and burns. Alyssa wouldn’t ask for or thank her for it, but if the angel fixed it of her own volition, she wouldn’t complain. Hopefully it would go away on its own though. “Thanks,” Alyssa said after another moment, voice sounding hoarse.

“Yeah, well, had to say something. Didn’t want you losing concentration and letting that gaunt go,” Kasita said with a snarky smile.

“If you two are finished behaving irrationally, we would have you examine the laboratory for any further threats.”

“Once finished, we have a spell you can cast that we believe should secure the entrance for the time being.”

Alyssa looked up, frowning at the two remaining Irulons. Did they care that one of them was dead? Probably not. While Alyssa’s focus had been on the monsters breaking into the room, she was certain that none of them had displayed any emotion at all during the ordeal. Was that part of Irulon’s natural personality? Or something with the spell that had created them? Shaking her head, she decided that it didn’t matter. They were right. With the bookcase broken, their hiding spot wasn’t very hidden anymore. And if they could stop any more monsters from getting in, all the better.

“What about this thing?” Alyssa said, shaking the ethereal chains. “I’m not going to be too mobile dragging it around.”

“Mobility shouldn’t be needed for a cursory examination of the room.”

“If you leave your spell creation materials, we will begin drawing out several we believe will be useful.”

“Including one to lighten the load of the gaunt.”

“How long can you maintain the chains?”

Alyssa blinked. Was that a factor she had to worry about? The only other time she had used the spell had been on the angels and that had been for less than five minutes. But most spells didn’t seem to have a time limit… for her at least. Did other people have them? “Uh… until I sleep, I suppose,” she said after a moment.

“Truly?” “Truly?”

The two Irulons looked at each other, a grin growing across each of their faces.

“We always wanted something on par with the second’s draken. Imagine the surprise on our brother’s face.”

“We need to get ourself stable,” said the left one, smile faltering. “No time to experiment.”

“No need to experiment. Alyssa can cast Rank Six. We’ll have her test Fractal Lock on the gaunt. With it in stasis, we will have time to determine what to do about it.”

“Our supply of spells was contaminated with blood when the gaunt skewered ourself. There is no guarantee that a stasis will remain untainted.”

“We’ll just have to draw one out. We have the time for that.”

The left shook her head, slowly at first. “No. Fractal Lock is a complex diagram, it will take too long. We need to focus on ourself. If you and I die, it matters little, but if we lose ourself, having a gaunt in stasis for later experimentation will mean nothing.”

The right Irulon sighed. “I suppose you’re right. But we should really use this spell more often. Imagine if we hadn’t gotten ourself injured.”

Ugh, Alyssa groaned mentally. “Please don’t.”

The two turned their heads, wide smiles fixed in place. “Clear the room, Alyssa.”

“Once certain there are no monsters, watch the hall. It is the only entrance.”

“We will begin crafting the spell to seal the entrance immediately.”
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                Alyssa let out a long sigh at seeing the laboratory entrance sealed off by a smooth mirror. It wasn’t impenetrable. The Irulons made that clear. A gaunt would probably be able to walk through unfettered due to their magic immunity. Certain types of high-rank magic would be able to take it down. Even Desecrate Spells would take it down, though it would apparently take some time. And if someone didn’t have either of those options at hand, breaking down the stone walls wouldn’t be too difficult for anyone dedicated enough.

But it was a relief to Alyssa regardless. It meant that, for the first time since Tenebrael had shown her ugly face tonight, she could sit down and not worry too much. She had found Irulon. The shadow assassins couldn’t get in and Kasita hadn’t been able to find any in the room. The Irulons didn’t think that there would be a second gaunt due to the species’ rarity. Morgan and whatever other cohorts she had couldn’t get in either; Morgan’s spell cards were in Alyssa’s possession and none of them would have been able to penetrate the mirror even if she still had them, again according to the Irulons.

Not everything was hunky-dory, of course. Irulon, the real frozen one, still had holes in her chest right around her heart and lungs. Tenebrael had showed up just long enough to take the shadow assassin’s soul, but left without a word and without healing Irulon. The palace was still under attack. And Alyssa still had this xenomorph chained to her arm. It was floating in the air now thanks to one of the many spells the Irulons had drawn out, but that was little comfort when it kept staring at her. Ugh.

“Can we please throw this thing off the tower? Its face makes my stomach churn.”

“We suggest not looking at it.”

“We are almost finished.”

“How soon is almost? You have been working on that one spell for ten minutes now. Do I need to remind you that your real body is in need of emergency medical attention?”

“We are not crafting a simple spell. New spells require far more thought than existing ones as well.”

“Our hands must remain steady. Talking and being talked at are not conducive.”

Alyssa scowled at the two as they knelt on the floor, both working in tandem to scribble out needle-fine lines across a single card face. She didn’t even want to try looking at it. They hadn’t told her what spell they were drawing out. Only that it was a new invention designed specifically for this event. For all Alyssa knew, they had gone back to their plan of drawing Fractal Lock and were going to use it on the gaunt after all. “Fractal Lock is the same spell you used on your real body, right?”

“Indeed.”

“It is a useful spell, one that severs the target’s connection with the future for a time, effectively rendering it inviolable.”

Absolutely unbelievable. A fireball was one thing. It threw a ball of fire. Nice and simple. Alyssa could not understand the more advanced magics at all. How does something just disconnect from the future? How does someone design something like that? “What are you planning on doing about the gaunt once you get yourself fixed up? Mind control this thing?”

“Mind control? How barbaric.”

“We aren’t a fairy.”

“It will serve us of its own free will.”

“Using extremely vague definitions of free.”

“More importantly…” One of the Irulons paused her drawing, lifting the pen from the card. She stood, moving a step away before brushing off her knees. When she righted herself, she had the card in hand. The fake Irulons couldn’t cast magic. Hence their reliance on Alyssa. As with every other card they had completed, the Irulon handed it over to her.

It was covered in recessed triangles like most fractal spells, but they really all looked the same to her. And they usually hurt her head if she stared too long. So she looked up to the Irulon that had walked over instead. As with all the other cards Irulon had drawn, Alyssa snapped a picture of it. Just in case she ever needed a reference. Fingers hovering over the text entry for a short caption on the spell, Alyssa glanced up and asked, “What is this?”

“A modification of Fractal Mirror. We haven’t decided what to call it yet… Don’t make that face, it is necessary.”

“The other spells you’ve given me haven’t been too bad,” Alyssa said, throwing a glance at the mirror in the doorway. That, Infinite Regress, and Empty Mirror hadn’t taken much effort at all. She barely noticed herself casting them half the time. The issue with Infinite Regress had been a bad interaction with Desecrate Spells, something that she would not be trying again. “But Fractal Mirror sat me on my ass for half an hour after casting it. I could barely think after using that spell.”

“Which is why we had to finish this card first,” the other Irulon said, picking up one of the other cards as she moved. “If something goes wrong, the mimic should be able to use this to safeguard us while you recover. It is called Loophole. A Rank Four Time magic spell that should keep the gaunt trapped for a short period of… time. Not long, but long enough for you to capture it with the chains again.”

As Irulon held the card out, Alyssa raised her eyebrows. Time magic. Tenebrael had done some time magic. That had to be what had stopped all movement when she had spoken to Alyssa in the inn. That spell probably hadn’t been so low as Rank Four, but it was interesting. Were these calmer circumstances, she might ask Irulon about something as grandiose as what Tenebrael had done. For now, she just snapped a picture of the hourglass pattern and labeled it.

Kasita looked up from where she sat on the opposite side of the room at being addressed, right near where Octavia was chained to a slab with a rag shoved into her mouth to keep her silent. As soon as they confirmed that the room was safe, Kasita had moved away from Alyssa with barely a word. It was the gaunt. The mimic really did not like being near it. To be fair, Alyssa didn’t either, but she didn’t have much choice in the matter unless she wanted to release it from its chains.

“And this will definitely work on the gaunt?” Alyssa asked. “I thought they were immune to magic?”

“Loophole will not affect the gaunt directly, but rather the area around it. The world will be a maze-like structure of warped time.”

That was one worry assuaged. There were still plenty more where that had come from. If this spell did go bad, Kasita had better be on the ball with her spell casting. At least there were still several Spectral Chains left in Morgan’s deck. Enough that she could recapture it a few times. So long as she was awake and aware, anyway.

“I’m not so sure about a spell that might make me lose control of it. Not that I don’t have confidence in Kasita’s abilities. It’s just that, why risk it?”

“And I’m not so sure about a plan that relies on me casting your human magics,” Kasita said, voice low and hostile. “I am interested in human magic, yes, but I do not know where I fall in your silly ranking system. I don’t want to fail and get eaten by a gaunt. This does not seem like the best time to be testing it.”

“Contract is Rank Three. You cast it without incident or difficulty?”

Kasita frowned. “Well, yes. But had I failed that spell, the worst that could have happened would have been that malefactor’s head exploding.”

“Hm. We doubt it would have failed in such a manner. But this is only Rank Four. We estimate your natural abilities around Rank Five. Possibly higher if the portal theory behind your shape shifting is, indeed, the correct one. This should be simple enough for you.”

“It is a risk, but a necessary one.” The… whatever Irulon she was, she looked to Alyssa. “Our new spell should allow you to find the fairy controlling this gaunt. If we let Brakkt and the city guard know, the second can take care of this attack properly. The enemy will be distracted, focusing on the direct threat to them, allowing us free rein to delve to the palace’s storerooms in search of a healing potion.”

Alyssa held up a finger, stalling the two Irulons. The biggest problem with them, she had decided, was that it was difficult to get a word in edgewise when they kept talking one after the other. “Can we not just turn invisible and go search through the storeroom?”

“Indeed. That is how we intend to go about matters.” The Irulon who had spoken smiled, perhaps showing the first emotion since Alyssa had found them. “We are glad you aren’t too foolish. However, Empty Mirror is not a simple spell to draw and will take time. Best to get the situation under control first, lessening the danger that we might be discovered while moving about the castle.”

The Irulon with Loophole walked right up to Kasita and offered her the card. “Aim it at the gaunt. Say ‘Loophole’ while thinking of locking it into a stasis similar to that of ourself. But only if the chains disappear. It will not last long enough to waste frivolously.”

“It needs to last long enough for Alyssa to recast Spectral Chains after potentially recovering from an influx of high-density information. Ten minutes at minimum. The spell will barely last twelve.”

Kasita took the card, scowling at it. “You’re trusting a mimic… a monster with your life? What if I decide to betray you.”

“Your fear of the gaunt is obvious to any with functional eyes.”

“You would not risk the gaunt getting loose.”

“Not to mention, Alyssa trusts you.”

“While we are disappointed that Alyssa did not share her real name with us, we can at least trust that she has our best interests at heart—someone who didn’t wouldn’t have wandered into the palace knowing that shadow assassins could be lurking around every corner.”

“Quite foolish of you,” the Irulon closer to Alyssa said. “Though we appreciate the sentiment at the moment.”

Alyssa blinked twice, glancing at the Irulon who had spoken to Kasita. “What? What does that mean? Alyssa is my real name.”

“You aren’t lying. But you aren’t telling the whole truth, either.”

“Which explains her confusion at a lack of response to her messages,” Irulon said, glancing to the other before looking back to Alyssa. “We realized when we were unable to Message you nearly a week ago. At the time, we believed it to be part of your human disguise and didn’t ask.”

“A clear mistake in retrospect. Had we been able to ask for more details, perhaps we wouldn’t be in our current state.”

“But Alyssa is my real name. Unless… do you need my full name? Not a single person has mentioned having a surname so I never said mine. It’s Meadows. Alyssa Meadows.”

“Irrelevant at the moment.”

“We have no need to Message someone in our presence.”

“When you send out Messages to my brother and the city guard after discovering the location of the fairy, perhaps include your full name so that you may receive responses if they so choose to send them.”

“Speaking of…”

The Irulon closer to Alyssa tapped the edge of the card. “Use this. That you can cast spells without an activation keyword has removed much of the effort in designing the spell. Like Fractal Mirror, you will see things. However, you won’t see yourself… for the most part. You will see your target. The gaunt, in this case. Rather than see its future, you will see everything it has interacted with in the past several hours. Find the fairy. Touch its shard. The spell then should show you its current location.”

“What do you mean, ‘should’ show me?” Alyssa said using her fingers for air quotes. “It isn’t going to go wrong and teleport me to the middle of the attackers’ base, is it?”

“The spell contains no warp matrices.”

“Yeah, well, were there ‘warp matrices’ in Infinite Regress? Because that spell moved me from one location to another. So did Fractal Mirror for that matter, which this spell is apparently based off.”

The Irulon closest to Alyssa hesitated, frowning as she glanced to the other who quickly picked up the slack. “Our theory is sound. There is always a risk in testing new spells, but this is hardly the first spell we have created. We know what we are doing.”

Alyssa shook her wrist, rattling the chains of the gaunt. They really didn’t rattle so much. Being all ghostly and transparent, they barely made the sound that they should have. Still, she had a point to make and felt the emphasis added to her argument. “Did you take into account that magic doesn’t always work as expected when I am involved?”

“What if I cast that spell?” Kasita said, standing and approaching Alyssa. At least, she started to approach. Eying the gaunt, she paused and stayed back by the wall. “If I cast it and it whisks me away, then I can just hide. And then we don’t have to worry about the gaunt getting loose and sucking us all up.”

The Irulons turned as one to face the mimic. “A possibility we considered, of course.”

“We considered every possibility.”

“Can your mind handle an infinite amount of information being thrust inside it regardless of your will?”

“Alyssa’s mind can. There is empirical evidence. We observed her cast Fractal Mirror to little detriment to herself. With no preparations.”

“Even we had to take great pains in expanding the limits of our mind before attempting much in the way of highly ranked Fractal magic lest our mind explode.”

“We dismissed you as a possible candidate for our new spell for precisely that reason. Should you perish, there would be nothing to cast the Loophole spell on the gaunt in the event that Alyssa fails to maintain her grip on the chains when we inevitably had to cast the spell again.”

“If you have information proving otherwise that we are not privy to, please enlighten us at your earliest convenience.”

“Otherwise, it must be Alyssa, for we are the only other capable of such a feat in this room.”

“And we cannot cast spells. Pulling ourself from stasis to cast it without a means to cure the wounds will only lead to our deaths.”

“We have no other resources at hand. Save for the eighth. She will not cooperate.”

The room fell silent for the moment. Mostly. At being referenced, Octavia started struggling against her chains once again. Hers actually made noise, being iron. But she couldn’t do much more than that. Even speaking wasn’t possible with that rag shoved down her throat.

Kasita, however, looked the most upset. One fist was clenched tight. The other held on to the Loophole spell card. It was good that she had the presence of mind not to crush it considering how long it had taken two Irulons working in tandem to complete it. But Alyssa could understand her anger.

Something Alyssa had noticed about the mimic was that she didn’t like feeling useless. Kasita hadn’t explicitly stated so, but it was just the impression Alyssa had. Maybe Tzheitza was right and it was all part of an act to get Alyssa to lower her guard or whatever, but she didn’t believe that. Since meeting her, Kasita had frequently commented on how she was too weak to accomplish much of anything. It wasn’t whining so much as it was reminding.

At the same time, Kasita jumped at any opportunity to do something. Whether that be marching into the Taker’s cellar or just wandering around town looking for people dying. She jumped at any task offered like she was born to do it. Honestly speaking, it actually unnerved Alyssa a little. If Alyssa had never appeared, what would have happened to her? Would she had found someone else to latch on to like this? Or did she have her own desires that she wanted to accomplish with her life?

Or was helping out Alyssa somehow a desire of hers?

“It’s fine, Kasita,” Alyssa said with a sigh. She had her own complaints about all this. Namely that the spell might melt her brain. Irulon’s admission that Fractal Mirror could have killed her, while unsettling, wasn’t exactly new news. She had mentioned something similar immediately after the fact back then, though she had left out the preparations bit. Still, that didn’t mean that Alyssa wanted to expose herself to more brain-melting magic if she could help it.

But the Irulons’ logic was sound. Alyssa didn’t think she could help it. Even if someone else were here who could cast spells, they probably wouldn’t be able to cast Rank Six spells. Kasita might be able to, but the Irulons might be right. Based on what had happened during Fractal Mirror, Alyssa didn’t believe that her brain possibly exploding was an exaggeration in the slightest.

Alyssa met Kasita’s eyes. “I need you to keep a close eye on the gaunt. If its chains look like they’re fading even a little, cast Loophole. Or else we’ll all die.”

“So you’re going to throw yourself away instead?”

“I’ve got zero intentions of dying. I will not die until I’ve ensured that I’m not going to be eaten by a certain angel.”

“You’re taking an awfully big chance.”

“I’ve survived this spell before. Or something like it.” Alyssa looked down at the card in her hands. It wasn’t quite the same spell. It had a lot of the same mind-numbing elements to its shapes and designs. Namely the triangles that seemed to collapse in on themselves endlessly. But there were a lot more circles involved in this particular card than what she remembered on Fractal Mirror. “How about Fractal Vision? For a name.”

Irulon stared, corners of her lips turning to a frown. “You are naming our spell?”

“I’m the one taking the risk here.” Alyssa took a deep breath, butterflies fluttering about her stomach. She really did not want to cast the spell. But someone had to. Before she could have any second thoughts, she took the card between her fingertips and thought about the shards of glass swirling around her once again.

The spell took effect instantly. As with Fractal Mirror, the card in her hand broke apart and multiplied until the glass completely surrounded her. Alyssa paid careful attention to the chains wrapped around her wrist. They didn’t break, thankfully. The glass flowed right around them. Over them. Fractal Vision made a small tunnel that Alyssa couldn’t quite see through from her angle. Did it wrap around the gaunt? Was that intentional? Whatever the case, the chains were there and unbroken. Which meant that the gaunt was still chained up. Confident that the gaunt wasn’t going to get loose and attack her before Kasita could trap it in whatever Loophole actually did, Alyssa turned her attention to the shards themselves.

Each facet displayed a different image. When the Irulons had said that the spell would show everything it had interacted with, she hadn’t been exaggerating. Ninety percent of the infinite shards were absolutely useless. Blocks of stone, wooden doors, iron bars, and several other inanimate objects. Alyssa dismissed them entirely, blocking them out of her mind as she focused on the shards with living beings inside them. Many were of herself, Irulon, Kasita, and even Octavia. Plenty of those undead toys as well.

Oddly enough, Alyssa felt far calmer with the glass swirling around her than she had back when she had tried Fractal Mirror. Perhaps it was knowing what to expect. Maybe it was that these weren’t her future. In fact, the objects and people in the shards were barely animate. Obviously the inanimate objects didn’t move, but even the people were more like pictures than movies. No scenes played out. She considered tapping one of them, herself or Kasita for instance, just to test out what would happen. But if that ended the spell and she hadn’t learned anything useful, the Irulons would likely be upset with her. And more time would waste away while they drew out another one.

A shard flicked by that caught Alyssa’s attention. A hooded figure with golden eyes. Morgan? Alyssa almost touched it, but hesitated. Morgan had said that she wasn’t the ringleader this time. Just another minion. While it was true that she could have been lying, Alyssa believed her. It was hard to be the mastermind behind everything while simultaneously running around chasing after interlopers. And if she was still locked up in the food storage room, touching her shard probably wouldn’t give any useful information.

So Alyssa held out, watching and waiting for something more useful.

Several other hooded figures passed by. Alyssa could hardly tell one from another, though she was almost positive that one of them had been Bercilak. He had almost certainly been freed during all the chaos. Perhaps even by this very gaunt with how he was linked to it. But he was also probably not the ringleader of this operation. Not unless the palace dungeons had some very strange ideas on security and prisoner freedom.

Thinking about it, his capture might have been the whole reason all this had happened. Back on Brechen Overlook, he had said to Morgan that they couldn’t be captured. That if they couldn’t get away, they should kill themselves. If he had vital information on his group’s activities, the group might have attacked solely to get him out… or to silence him permanently. Though with how well their apparent invasion was going, they probably would have freed him instead.

In the middle of thinking about Bercilak, Alyssa spotted it. A tiny being reflected in one of the shards of glass. Pointed ears. Heart-shaped face. Big round eyes. A tuft of black hair. Insect-like wings. A fairy. A female this time. The shard slowed its revolutions around her, coming to a stop just in front of Alyssa’s face as if she had called it to her.

Stretching a finger out, Alyssa hesitated again, pausing just before touching the smooth bit of glass. This time, it wasn’t because she wasn’t sure if this was the right shard or not. During Fractal Mirror, the moment she touched one of the shards of glass, every other piece had moved in and started crushing her. The next thing she knew, she had wound up teleported onto a desk. The Irulons had said that nothing similar would happen. But one of them had also hesitated, looking unsure.

Moving her hands downward, Alyssa checked her guns. She had reloaded her empty pistol before searching over the room with Kasita, so she knew that it was loaded. But it was one thing to know it and another thing entirely to double check that she knew it. Both guns were loaded and ready.

Alyssa kept one gun in her hand. She reached out and touched the shard of glass with the hand holding the chains.

The effect was instant. All the other shards blanked, plunging her into a bubble of pure darkness.

Dim lights started popping up. Three candles against a wooden wall, barely lighting the small room Alyssa found herself within.

A cold sweat beaded on Alyssa’s skin as she looked around, worried that she had been teleported away from the palace. But no. She could still see the edges of the shards of glass around her. They weren’t moving anymore. Just hanging in the air. And this room was just what they were displaying. A small dank room with a dirt floor and wooden walls that looked like they had seen better days.

Something sat right in the middle. Something she couldn’t quite see in the dim light. Despite herself, Alyssa pressed herself up against the shards of glass in an attempt to see better.

Only to find herself pushing straight through the glass shards. They parted with barely any resistance.

And when they parted, they did not reveal Irulon’s laboratory. The glass shards were transparent!

With the curtain broken, they started disappearing one by one, leaving Alyssa inside the darkened room.

The chains were still around her wrist. They led off not far away to another spot in the room where more glass disappeared from the air, revealing the still-bound gaunt.

Teeth grinding together, Alyssa clenched her fists. Forget Tenebrael. I am going to kill Irulon and torture her soul myself.

The moment the thought crossed her mind. She heard something. It was just a tiny little… squeaky voice. Except it wasn’t a voice at all. Nothing in the air, but rather, something pressed in against her own thoughts.

~Who’s there? Stay back!~

Eyes adjusting to the darkness, Alyssa spotted it. Right in the center of the room, a cage sat on the floor, looking like a beat-up birdcage. Inside, a tiny little girl stared out, grasping at the bars with even tinier fingers.

“The fairy,” Alyssa whispered.
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                “The fairy,” Alyssa whispered.

As soon as the words left her mouth, she felt it. A pressure on her mind again.

It didn’t stop with merely words. It slammed into her, making her physically stagger back. But that was it. The pressure stopped. Alyssa shook her head, eyes taking a second to refocus. She was still in that dark room with a few candles, the little cage, and the chained up gaunt.

And she couldn’t be more pleased!

What had she even been worried about in the first place? Kill Irulon? Never. When she next saw Irulon, Alyssa would give her a great big hug <3! As thanks for sending her here! If it weren’t for Irulon, she would still be stuck in that dreary laboratory. What a drag. Being in here was so much better! It was enough to make her want to sing and dance in joy!

Hurk—

Right. No singing or dancing. It was late. The neighbors were trying to sleep. Singing and making noise would be unfathomably inconsiderate. In fact, anything more than a whisper would be incredibly rude. But just because she couldn’t express it didn’t mean that Alyssa wasn’t happy as could be. In fact, this was probably the first time she had truly been happy since coming to this world, even if it was an unnatural happiness. Thinking about it, Alyssa couldn’t recall laughing even once. Not out of joy anyway. Relief, yes. Relief at having survived that encounter with the Taker. But a real laugh? Surely she must have.

Alyssa was drawing up a blank.

Well, no time like the present! Alyssa couldn’t raise her voice too loud, but she did allow herself a little giggle. Best of all, she wasn’t forcing herself to laugh. There was plenty to be happy about. She was here with the funny gaunt and her best friend ever, _̵̷̢̀͝_̧͜͜͞_̷̢͘͜_̴͘͢͞͝_̵̸! Somehow, _͜_̴̢͠_̶́̕͢_̴͟͜_ wound up in a cage. Again. That silly fairy. Always needing rescuing. Really, _̶̛͠_̷̷͜͏_͞_̡͜͡_̵̴͡ needed to learn how to free herself from situations like this if she was going to keep getting into trouble.

Better not leave her in there for too long. _̷͞_̸͠_̡́͢_̶̀͢_͟ didn’t like enclosed spaces. She had always been a little claustrophobic. Alyssa wanted to free her. Reaching down to the cage, Alyssa hesitated. “Oh,” she said, wanting to clarify a point. “I hope you don’t think I was laughing at you a second ago. There is obviously nothing funny about your situation.”

Point clarified. Now that she had gotten that out of the way, Alyssa really wanted to free _̷̧͘_̴̢͜͡_̸̷͜_̷̧͟_̴̢ as soon as possible.

“Except…” Alyssa hesitated again, not wanting to free the fairy before she was certain. “Have I really said enough? I just want you to know that I wasn’t laughing at you. It’s just this situation. I was so happy to have found you that I couldn’t contain myself. I just—”

Hurk—

Alyssa clenched her teeth together as a mild pain prickled at her mind. It only lasted an instant, leaving behind a vacancy relief and joy rushed to fill. Nothing would make her happier than freeing her best friend ever, _͞_̴́_̡͞_̷̀͞, from the cage. But Alyssa didn’t reach forward again. “Why won’t you let me finish?” she said, growing angry. “I just want to clear the air between us so we don’t hate each other.” Her teeth clenched together harder as the pain returned with more pressure.

But that only served to make her more upset. Why was _̧̢̛͘͝_̛͟͜͝_̸̀͞_̸͜͟_̷̨͏͝ hurting her like this? It didn’t make any sense. They were best friends. The absolute best of friends didn’t hurt each other. They helped each other. They freed each other from their confinement. Friends would never force each other to remain trapped longer than absolutely necessary.

They would free me the second I ordered them to without question.

Alyssa reached out and grasped the small cage with her unchained hand. Her fingers never neared the lock. She picked up the entire metal birdcage and swung it without letting go. The fairy within slammed into one side of the cage until the sudden stop made her fly into the opposite side.

The effect was instant. Any happiness Alyssa might have felt at anything drained out of her, replaced with pure and utter anger. It was as if a pastel hue covering the world had been wiped away, leaving nothing but grime behind. Alyssa swung the cage again, this time vertically, sending the fairy into the domed roof of the cage then flat against the floor.

“Try something like that again and I will shove your cage into the gaunt’s face,” Alyssa growled. “Understand me?”

The fairy, trying to pick itself off the bottom of the cage, used the bars to set herself back onto her feet. Her movements weren’t steady, feet wobbling against the rough metal surface. Part of that might have been how much Alyssa’s hand was shaking as she gripped the cage tight enough to start warping the metal, but only part. The fairy ran her tiny fingers through her messy black hair, rubbing at her head. After a moment, she finally looked up. Luminescent green eyes locked on to Alyssa.

It struck Alyssa just how tiny this creature was. Her eyes, large relative to her face, were like the heads of a thumbtack. Her arms were so tiny that Alyssa could have snapped them entirely on accident just brushing a finger over them. Even her whole body would break in two at the slightest force like a dry, brittle twig. She was so pathetic. So fragile. Alyssa actually felt a little bad about shaking her around so much.

Alyssa grit her teeth together the moment the thought crossed her mind. She swung the cage side to side and up then down, entirely unsure if the thought had been her own or another invasion. Each was perfectly likely. She could definitely see herself thinking that the tiny creature deserved pity. At the same time, thinking it deserved pity was something that benefited the fairy, making the very idea suspect. She couldn’t take the chance.

“I said do you understand me? Answer me or I will feed you to the gaunt.”

~Stop! Please. I’m sorry.~

The cage stilled as Alyssa let up, but still wasn’t sure that the thought to do so was her own. She could definitely understand Tzheitza’s desire to kill the fairy from the Overlook rather than try to rescue it. In its presence, how could she ever be certain that it wasn’t controlling her in some way. The answer was that she couldn’t. Even outside its presence, she could probably slip thoughts into her mind. She had to control all the shadow assassins and the gaunt somehow.

However, the fact that Alyssa was even considering killing the fairy probably meant that the monster wasn’t controlling her thoughts at this particular moment. Not unless the fairy was far more insidious than she looked.

Right now, she looked pathetic, curled up as far back in its cage as it could get with her arms and wings wrapped around her knees. She just kept rocking back and forth, repeating the same thing over and over again.

~I’m sorry. I’m sorry.~

Ugh. “I’m not here to hurt you,” Alyssa said. “Not unless you try to get into my head again.”

~I’m sorry.~ the fairy said, not looking up from her knees.

“Stop being sorry and tell me where we are.”

She looked up, face streaked with tiny tears. The water clung to her eyes a whole lot worse than it did regular humans, making them look even larger than they were. ~I don’t know. Those humans come in here with that smoke. It makes my head all fuzzy and I can’t think and… and I just want to go home.~

Alyssa forced down the urge to make a scathing comment about the poor fairy getting forced to do another’s bidding. While it might make her feel better about the situation, it wouldn’t help much. Instead, she tried to focus on more productive notions. “How many people are there who were trying to control you?”

~I don’t know. I’ve only seen two.~

Two didn’t sound so bad. There had been three at the Overlook. If one of those two was Morgan, then she probably wasn’t around unless this room was somewhere inside the palace. Of course, the fairy had only seen two. There could be more around. And Alyssa hadn’t forgotten that the only reason she had survived at the Brechen Overlook had been thanks to Kasita freeing her and Tzheitza distracting two of them. Alyssa had only actually fought the one guy she had blasted with a fireball.

On the plus side, they probably weren’t using Projectile Reflection. If the Taker hadn’t known about her guns, he probably wouldn’t have been using it that night. These people wouldn’t be expecting her inside this room and therefore wouldn’t be expecting her guns.

Unless… “Can they see inside this room?”

~They have a scrying pool. They use it to find targets for me to direct assassins to.~

Alyssa glanced to the gaunt. Aside from a few struggles when it had first been chained, it hadn’t moved a muscle. Even being teleported across the city hadn’t changed that. If what she had learned was true, it was probably perfectly happy to act like a statue, since that was apparently what they did in their spare time.

“Is that what you’re doing right now? Making monsters attack people?”

~N-No! I promise! Things weren’t going the way the humans wanted. I think they’re trying to decide what to do next.~

“Are there any other fairies controlling monsters in the city?”

~No.~

Good. That was one less thing to worry about. “We’re going to get out of here. If you don’t try to mind control me, I will try to protect you. Both from these people who have captured you and any other humans we might find.”

~Really?~ The fairy got off her butt and grabbed the bars of the cage closest to Alyssa, looking up with tears still clinging to her face from pure surface tension. ~You’ll free me?~

“I’ll let you out of the cage if I feel I can trust you. If I feel like you’re influencing me, I’ll stomp on this cage with you inside it.”

~I won’t. I won’t! By Tenebrael, I won’t!~

“Good. That’s what I like to hear.” Well, not the Tenebrael part. At this point, Alyssa didn’t find it surprising in the slightest that she would swear by Tenebrael. Everyone else did, why not the fairy? “Now, are there monsters currently hunting for people in the palace? Or anywhere else, for that matter? And have any monsters found a bound up woman who is one of the people behind all this?”

~I don’t know. I assume so for the first one and one of the humans asked me to have an assassin look for a woman in a food room, but I don’t know what has happened since then. They only tell me what to have the monsters do, not what the monsters have done.~

“You don’t know?”

~I don’t see what they’re doing. I only make suggestions. Make them want to search food closets for people or make them want to hide instead of attack. The humans tell me what to do. I tell the monsters.~

Limited, but not wholly useless. Alyssa wouldn’t be able to get the monsters to do anything too specific, but she could probably ask the fairy to get rid of the shadow assassins. Brakkt had the other fairy drown them in the river, so that was an option.

But the moment she did so, it was highly likely that this scrying pool would show something wrong. Someone would run in here immediately to try to correct the problem. Someone could come in the room anyway simply relaying new orders to the fairy. So far, Alyssa had been in here for maybe five minutes. It could be ten seconds, it could be ten minutes, but someone would come in here sooner rather than later.

Alyssa had her pistol out and ready if someone opened the door. For just a second, she considered telling the fairy to do something with the shadow assassins that would alert the Juno Federation goons so that she might shoot the first one that walked in the door.

But her eyes flicked to the side, following the length of chain as it ran from her wrist to the rubbery gaunt.

Alyssa’s scowl turned to a vicious grin as a better idea popped into her head. “This thing is under your sway, right?”

~Uh… yes?~

“So if we were to take it off its chains, you could make it want to escort us out?”

~Is that… is that a good idea?~

“It’s basically indestructible, isn’t it? I don’t particularly care if it eats anyone that gets in our way. I am beyond pissed off at the moment and these people don’t seem like they deserve much pity what with their capturing you and attacking the people of this city.”

~You are correct… but I’d rather it not be near me if at all possible.~

“Why? You have it all mind controlled, don’t you?”

~Yeah.~ Her eyes turned dark. Just for a moment. Alyssa felt a chill run up her spine. ~But you broke out. So quickly too.~

It took a moment for Alyssa to respond. The fairy looked pathetic once again, but she didn’t look particularly happy that someone had broken out. Still… “Point.” Alyssa had to give her that one. If a random human who had never been exposed to mind-altering magics could shrug them off after only a few minutes, who was to say that a gaunt couldn’t do the same? Of course, with them not moving for years at a time, maybe it was just too lazy to try to break free of the fairy’s mental pressure.

At the same time, Alyssa really liked the idea of not fighting herself if she could help it. And she still had a few Spectral Chains left. So she walked the gaunt just in front of the door before moving to press her back against the opposite wall. The fun thing about Spectral Chains was that they weren’t physical chains. More links would sprout out of nowhere if she wanted more distance between herself and the target. And with this, she wanted as much space as she could possibly get.

“I’m going to let it go. You’re going to make it want revenge on anyone it finds on the other side of this door.” Alyssa readied a second card as well as her pistol, just in case the people weren’t as distracted with the gaunt as they should be. If only Irulon had drawn up another Empty Mirror spell… she could have just slipped away while the gaunt rampaged around. Sadly, that was not to be. She was well aware of the fact that the fairy could turn the gaunt around on her, but was counting on its relatively sluggish movements to give her some opportunity to cast the chains again. Unfortunately, there would be no way to actually prove that the fairy had done it, especially with her setting up the whole ‘you broke out of my control so it could too’ angle.

Alyssa was just hoping that the fairy’s hatred of her captors exceeded any hatred she might feel toward Alyssa for shaking around the cage. An entirely justified action, in Alyssa’s unbiased opinion.

The fairy gave a hesitant little nod, sending her ruffled black hair bobbing around her head.

That seemed as good a response as she would get, so Alyssa released the spells. Both the chains and the levitation.

The gaunt landed on the floor with a far louder thud than she had expected. Of course it made a noise. Even if the creature could move in absolute silence, the gaunt, despite being barely thicker than a skeleton, was heavy.

Someone shouted something from the other side of the door.

Alyssa raised her pistol, safety off and finger on the trigger. The fairy’s cage rattled as the tiny woman threw herself back as far as she could possibly go.

The door swung wide open to reveal a hooded man. “What in—” was as far as he got.

The gaunt had been picking itself up off the floor. It rose to its full height in front of the man.

Who abruptly staggered back, trying to shout something. But he didn’t make it far. Faster than Alyssa thought possible, the gaunt jerked forward, wrapping its elongated arms around the man in a backbreaking hug. The man screamed, struggling against the arms. But he might as well have been struggling against a hydraulic press.

The gaunt leaned forward, moving its head closer and closer to the man’s face.

They touched. The moment the gaunt’s rubbery skin made contact with the hooded man, the latter went utterly still.

Alyssa, hands full, clamped her arms over her ears, trying to block out the suction noise. It was… absolutely horrible. The man’s completely limp body just rose upward, drawn into the gaunt’s face. What was actually happening was obscured with her at the gaunt’s back, but it was skinny enough to see everything but the face. Just that… Alyssa shuddered. Thankful as she was that she couldn’t see the gaunt’s face, she still felt like she was going to throw up.

It lasted an agonizingly long time. It felt like hours, but it couldn’t have been. People in the other room were shouting things. Spells flew off at the gaunt. Several fireballs. A blade of wind that actually chopped off the man’s limp arm. Some kind of piercing light that bored a hole through the man’s leg. The gaunt didn’t care about any of it. Most of the magic didn’t affect it at all. Even the light, which left a small mark on the otherwise unblemished latex, went completely ignored.

The man’s legs finally disappeared. They were the final parts to go. Except the severed arm, of course. The gaunt went utterly still, blocking off most of the doorway.

Another fireball struck its face. This one didn’t just splash off. The flames folded inward, pulled into the gaunt’s head as it looked into the room beyond. It didn’t stop with just the fireball. Alyssa’s hair drifted forward on a sudden breeze that ended at the holes in the monster’s head.

It took a step forward.

Another round of shouting started up. More spells flew at the gaunt, all ineffectual.

It moved forward again.

~What are you doing? Carry me out or release me at once!~

“Ugh. I think I’m going to be sick,” Alyssa said, stifling a gag. But the fairy was right. If the gaunt caught and ate someone else, it would likely freeze in place again. That would give her enemies far too much time to take action. Several could rush in here, trying to regain control of the fairy. They would have to enter the room one-by-one, meaning that she could probably shoot them as they came, but she couldn’t risk that the second person wouldn’t figure out that Projectile Reflection worked against her bullets. Better to escape now rather than have to deal with them.

She had angled herself so that she wasn’t in a direct line of sight from the door, meaning that spells that missed the gaunt also missed her. But she had to move forward eventually to get out of this place. There would be no better time to do it than when everyone was distracted. If anyone so much as looked at her, she would shoot them. Zero hesitation. These people weren’t fooling around with their spell usage. Everything they had tried would have been lethal. Well, almost everything. Someone tried Spectral Chains. Maybe they had been watching when Alyssa had used them.

If the gaunt noticed the chains forming around it, it sure didn’t act like it. The ghostly links had barely formed when its movements broke them.

Pistol in one hand and cage in the other, Alyssa took a deep breath and stepped forward.
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                The gaunt lumbered forward, unhindered by any spells coming its way, but using none of the speed it had used when grabbing the first guy. If Alyssa was one of those hooded people, she would have run away by now. Gaunts were apparently not dangerous at all if they didn’t get close. Which meant that the biggest worry with them was surprise, an aspect helped by their utter silence in their movements.

And what is with all the hoods anyway? Every single member of that organization wore a hood. Bercilak, Morgan, that other goon that had been blasted off the overlook, the guy who wound up eaten, and all three of the people in the room the gaunt was marching into. Was it some uniform? Did it increase their magical powers? It all just seemed inconvenient to Alyssa with how it blocked peripheral vision.

Something Alyssa was hoping to exploit. The gaunt was far enough into the room now that the spells weren’t coming directly at the door anymore. It gave Alyssa another chance to lean around the frame and check the room. She had learned her lesson with the Taker. No standing in doorways staring out. Just a quick peek then back to cover.

Still three people. None were trying to hide, just standing out in the open behind a table shouting spell after spell, firing all manner of effects at the gaunt. Or… two of them were firing spells. One had pressed up against the side wall and was slowly inching his way over, using the other two to distract the gaunt. There was only one exit to the larger room. It was set directly behind the two arcanists, so the third person wasn’t trying to escape.

And he had a familiar canister in his hands. One leaking a trail of misty smoke from its nozzle.

~What are you waiting for! Just go!~

Alyssa glanced down at the reason the hooded people weren’t running away. The little fairy struggled against the bars as if she would be able to get loose now when she hadn’t been able to on her own. If that smoke got near her, she might lose control of the gaunt. Worse, depending on just how that smoke worked, she might start listening to their orders and ignoring Alyssa.

“One second,” Alyssa said in a whisper, setting the cage down on the ground.

~Don’t leave me here!~

Ignoring the fairy rattling the bars of her cage, Alyssa gripped her pistol with both hands. Fighting off a sudden sick sensation in her stomach, she pivoted around the door’s frame and raised the gun. She squeezed the trigger three times. Three copper-coated lead slugs struck the man square in the chest. He staggered, wobbling. The smoke canister fell from his fingertips as his back hit the wall. He slid to the side, leaving three distinct red streaks as he collapsed to the floor.

All spell casting stopped. The loud cracks from the pistol silenced the two others. Though the silence lasted only a moment.

“Subjugation!”

A wave of fiery orange light lashed out from one of the casters’ fingertips. It rippled through the gaunt, aiming straight for Alyssa.

She tried to throw herself out of the way, but the light struck her in the gut, being too wide a wave to dodge. Alyssa’s knees slammed into the ground. Some invisible force against her back pressed her forward. She used her hands to catch herself, but it didn’t help. She bent further and further until her face pressed against the ground. Only then did it stop. Lifting her head only resulted in that force slamming her back against the ground, keeping her locked into her bow.

The shadow of the gaunt moved across the floor, standing directly between Alyssa and her attackers. Head forced to the ground, she could only barely see its long fingers grab at a chair. The chair vanished from her sight. Half a second later, the sound of something heavy hit a wall and one of the casters shouted out in pain.

Alyssa could move again.

She wasted no time grabbing her pistol as she stood. She fired at the first human she saw.

A woman screamed as two of the three slugs hit her around the stomach area.

This time, Alyssa didn’t wait around watching to see what happened to the woman, she ducked back into the fairy’s room.

Something slammed into the wall just as she made it in, buckling the wood and sending splinters exploding around her head. She hadn’t even heard someone cast a spell. Not wanting to be on the receiving end of anything that could pierce the wood, Alyssa grabbed the fairy’s cage and backed away from the opening, moving closer to the side wall.

“One down, but not dead yet.” Tenebrael hadn’t poofed into the room, but she probably would before long. “I hit another one, don’t know what her status is.”

~The spells have stopped.~

Alyssa listened for a moment to find that the fairy was right. No one was shouting anything and no whooshes of fireballs or anything else hit the walls. Biting her lip, she moved back to the doorway and peeked around as fast as she could.

The man she had first shot was lying on the ground, not moving. The door on the other side of the room, which had been closed, was open now. One of the arcanists was missing. The other was sitting on the floor against the wall, hunched forward with the gaunt standing over her. Its long, needle-like fingers kept her pressed down while it slowly lowered its face toward hers. The woman had her hood off, revealing straight black hair and crying eyes. Her breaths came short and sharp, each barely the start of a gasp as she stared up at the gaunt.

“Stop the gaunt!” Alyssa shouted. “Don’t let it eat her!”

~What? Wh—~

“Stop it! Quickly!” Dropping the cage, Alyssa moved just barely into the room. When that spell had hit her, she had wound up dropping all the cards, including the Spectral Chains. She fumbled around with the mess on the floor until she finally found it. Grasping the card in her hands, Alyssa stood and aimed it right at the gaunt.

And sighed in relief. It had stopped. Mere inches from the shaking woman, but it was stopped nonetheless. The woman’s eyes rolled back in her head and she slumped forward, held up only thanks to the gaunt’s fingers pressing her against the wall. But even with her head tipping forward, the gaunt didn’t close the short distance to touch her. It stayed dead still.

“Fairy, move the gaunt to the doorway and have it ready to attack anyone coming toward us,” Alyssa said. She quickly added on a simple, “Please.” The word cost her nothing and would hopefully differentiate her from the fairy’s captors. As soon as the gaunt started toward the door and not toward Alyssa, something she had been mildly worried about, Alyssa offered the fairy a quick, “Thanks.”

~Why did you stop it? Because it is a human?~ the fairy spat. Which was a weird way of thinking about her voice. She hadn’t actually opened her mouth this entire time. Her voice came through inside Alyssa’s head, resounding between her ears. It wasn’t unpleasant, but Alyssa still didn’t like it. Her head was her own and no one else’s. And she liked it that way.

But no time to complain about that now. Alyssa ran over to the woman and started rifling through the robe’s sleeves. Everyone else pulled their cards from their sleeves and she was pleased to note that this person followed tradition. She also took the dagger from the woman’s waist. Less because she wanted to keep it and more because she didn’t want the woman to have any weapons should she wake up. Though Alyssa wasn’t sure how likely that was. The woman was breathing still, but she had two holes in her chest, one upper right side and another near her stomach area.

Alyssa turned to relieve the man of his weapons and spell cards only to pause.

Black feathers fluttered through the air. A flurry of them exploded outward to reveal everyone else’s favorite angel.

Tenebrael quickly brushed her wings over the corpse and ate his soul before turning to Alyssa with a wide smile. One that Alyssa inversely mirrored. “And how is my little reaper doing tonight? Decent offering, I’ll grant you that. Though the task I’ve given you is still ticking away while you’re out here killing for me? I hope you aren’t ignoring it.”

“Oh, not ignoring it at all!” Alyssa shouted at the angel. “In fact, I’m seriously considering killing her myself! ‘Oh no Alyssa, nothing can go wrong with my spell. I made it myself. I’m such an infallible genius.’ What a load of bull. I knew this would happen. Oh, I’m going to have the biggest ‘I told you so’ for her when I get back.”

~Wh—~

“Not talking to you, fairy,” Alyssa snapped, not breaking eye contact with Tenebrael. The angel tended to disappear when Alyssa wasn’t looking.

But she didn’t make any move to disappear, she just closed her lips and hummed, still smiling. “Aw, Irulon just wants to impress you with her extensive magical knowledge. It isn’t her fault that you are you.”

“Ha!” Alyssa put as much sarcasm as possible into that single syllable. “What she wants is a good kick in the pants.”

“I see you’re as motivated as ever. I’ll just leave you to it th—”

“Don’t you dare disappear on me. Irulon isn’t the only one I’ve got a bone to pick with.”

“Now Alyssa, I already told you that I wouldn’t be helping you to save the princess. Begging is unbecoming.”

Scowling, Alyssa ground her teeth together. Despite her words, she didn’t actually want Irulon to die. The woman was insufferable, yes, but she was also kind, in a twisted sort of way. She had helped Alyssa out more than once. Though she had probably caused just as many problems as she had helped solve, that was more because of Alyssa’s odd interactions with magic than any intentional deceit on the princess’ part.

But she had holes in her chest. Some had to have gone through her lungs. Maybe even her heart as well. The only thing that Alyssa could even imagine saving her would be Tzheitza’s blue potion. Though maybe she didn’t need Tenebrael’s help with that. Depending on where she had ended up, it might be possible to run to the potion shop and dig one orb out of storage. In that respect, ending up out here might have actually worked to Irulon’s benefit.

The thought of which just had Alyssa scowling harder. If she found out that the Irulons had done this intentionally, she just might actually kill her.

“What’s with these people?” Alyssa asked instead, gesturing to the unconscious woman. She might as well learn something out of all this. “Why do they hate you enough to constantly attack your worshipers?”

“Them?” Tenebrael raised an eyebrow, sending the tattoos on her face out of alignment. “When I first became a Dominion, I followed the plan. Willingly, I suppose I should add. Because of that, there has been some paraphernalia related to the Throne strewn about. When I decided to actively try to subvert the plan, the Juno Federation—as I believe they call themselves now—got it into their heads that I was some kind of demon. Haha. If you can believe that.”

“Easily.”

Tenebrael frowned. But shrugged it off. “Anyway, they are a collection of city-states under a theocracy, bound together by their vows to vanquish me, or some such nonsense. These specific people are part of a government group known as the Society of the Burning Shadow. A recent initiative, most of whom are ostracized because of their ability to use magic and interactions with monsters. Quite effective by the looks of things as well. Their one weakness seems to be a little girl, lost in a world not her own.”

“This little girl seems to find herself set against them an awful lot. Both times were your doing. Something you want to tell me, Tenebrael? Feel a little threatened, are you? Using your plan-ignoring pawn to take care of dirty business that you can’t handle on your own? Maybe I should go join them.”

Despite the barbs in Alyssa’s tone of voice, Tenebrael laughed. A raucous, boisterous laughter. “Oh, you are a fun one, Alyssa. You cannot imagine the doldrums I went through before you arrived. I was so apathetic. Nothing felt like it mattered at all. Now I can interact with the world in a way I never could have done before. This man, for example,” Tenebrael’s wings brushed against the man’s body, though no milky white soul poured from him this time. “He wasn’t supposed to die tonight. He was supposed to live on to a ripe old age of sixty-three, killing no less than one hundred and seven people over the course of his life. Which is also why you won’t join them. You don’t have the heart for it, Alyssa. Evil is subjective—they all think they are in the right, and maybe they are in a wrong sort of way—but their ruthlessness is quite objective.”

Alyssa glared, but Tenebrael was right. These people started wars with the city for no good reason. That wasn’t something Alyssa wanted to be a part of. Which Alyssa had known before, but she had just been feeling spiteful. She was still ticked off at just about everything. Irulon, this society, the fairy, the city guard, the Black Prince, monsters in general, shadow assassins and gaunts specifically. Plenty more as well. Tenebrael currently ranked highest on that list even if she wasn’t technically the cause for any of the evening’s events; she was a perfect target for Alyssa’s ire.

The angel looked over to the wall, staring at it for a moment before sighing. “Someone just perished. The soul curdles like rotten milk if left in a dead body for too long, so I’m going to cut our conversation short here.” Her glowing white eyes returned to Alyssa, looking over her for a moment. “Your agency is your most valuable trait, Alyssa. If you want to join the Burning Shadow, I will not stop you.”

“I’m not—”

Alyssa covered her eyes with her arm, shielding herself from the torrent of feathers that swirled around Tenebrael. It only lasted a moment. Naturally, the room was void of angels when Alyssa put her arm down.

“Bitch,” she mumbled, spitting out a feather. How does that angel have any left on her wings when she molts that much? Magic, presumably. Alyssa brushed herself off, taking a quick stock of the room as she did so. The fairy was still in her cage, staring outside with wide eyes, the gaunt stood unmoving outside the door, and the woman had woken up again, also staring with wide eyes. With a snort, Alyssa picked up one of the feathers littering the floor around her. Most in the room had vanished, but per her tests with Bacco and Tzheitza, other people could see the ones that she had touched and they didn’t disappear either. “Do you know who this feather belongs to? I’ll give you a hint,” Alyssa said, kneeling while spinning the feather in her fingers. “You know her well. She just came to collect the soul of your companion over there.”

“I— I— I—” The woman hiccuped between each attempt at speaking. Not actual hiccups, but her breathing was clipped and broken. Considering the bullets in her body, it was a wonder she was even conscious at all. “I saw her!” she blurted out. “God, she came for him. That monster… I— I— I—”

Alyssa froze as the woman started hyperventilating. She had been planning on interrogating the woman. Finding out what their organization was planning, how many others there were involved in the city tonight, and other such things. But now… “Did you see her? Tenebrael?”

“I— I feel… I don’t want…”

Incoherent. Absolutely incoherent. She probably was dying. But Tenebrael had said that she was cutting off the conversation. If this woman was going to die soon, that angel would probably have said that she would be back.

Or probably not. Alyssa’s momentary shock at finding someone else who had seen Tenebrael died away. What did it matter, anyway? The Society of the Burning Shadow didn’t deny Tenebrael’s existence, they just loathed it. Still, she considered making an attempt at saving the woman. The gaunt could carry her to the potion shop where Alyssa could find the blue healing potion. As long as they moved quick enough, it would be possible…

The real question: Did she want to save her? This woman was not a good person. Tenebrael had called their organization’s actions objective. Alyssa wasn’t sure she believed that, but the evidence was damning. They had marched a mind-controlled monster army onto the city just a week and a half ago. Now they were trying to assassinate the top level government? Alyssa highly doubted that Lyria was wholly innocent, but she had yet to see them do anything to provoke anyone.

How many people had this woman killed? Directly or indirectly? Probably more than Alyssa had, which was a somewhat disturbing metric to use. At least Alyssa had only killed in self-defense, something this woman could hardly say about herself. Alyssa hadn’t had a choice! It had been them or her!

But now… She had a choice.

Alyssa stared at the woman, mind reeling. Tears ran freely from the woman’s eyes. She was still having trouble breathing. One of the bullets must have hit a lung. There was no blood on the wall as there had been with the other man. No exit wound. The bullets were still inside her, which might be the thing keeping her alive. Contrary to Hollywood’s belief that removing a bullet instantly cured someone of all their ailments, tons of people walked around with bullets lodged in their bodies simply because it could do more damage pulling them out. After a fresh wound, such as this woman’s, bullets inside the body helped staunch blood flow, preventing death from blood loss. And possibly drowning, if it was keeping blood out of her lungs.

“Fairy,” Alyssa said, not taking her eyes off the woman. “It is past time we leave. Can you please have the gaunt pick up this woman? Without harming her. No eating her either. If we get into a fight, the gaunt should be free to throw her away without care.” They could make a token effort to save her life. Perhaps give her to Oxart’s fake-hospital. Make her suffer under the menders that her victims had to endure. If it became inconvenient… if it came down to her life versus the woman’s, Alyssa knew who she would pick without hesitation. Even Irulon’s life versus the woman, Alyssa would go for the former.

The fairy, still in her cage sitting on the floor next to the door, walked up to the bars and glared. ~Have I traded one human master for another?~

Alyssa whirled to face the diminutive creature. The fairy’s large eyes went wide with fear as Alyssa approached, sending her back in her cage. Bending, Alyssa gripped the cage and tore open the little door, barely pausing to unlock it.

“You’re free to go.” Alyssa waited a moment, watching as the fairy stared at her open cage. After crawling forward, she ducked under the bars and stepped out of the contraption, looking around like she couldn’t believe that she was actually outside. “But I would appreciate your help in getting out of here. I don’t care if you flee the city after that. Though please take all the shadow assassins and whatever else with you when you go.”

The fairy’s transparent wings stretched out behind her. While more intact than those of the fairy on the Brechen Overlook, they had been roughed up enough that when this fairy started trying to fly, she couldn’t get her feet off the ground. A deep despair came over her face upon realizing that fact. ~I can’t… I’ll be trampled to death. You humans won’t just let me walk out. You’re trying to trick me. This isn’t freedom at all.~

Alyssa rolled her eyes. It wasn’t that she didn’t feel some empathy for the fairy. She did. But how stupid could the fairy actually be? They had a gaunt standing guard over their room. All she had to do was sit on its shoulders and have it march out of the city. Assuming she couldn’t find a random human to mind control. But Alyssa didn’t speak a word of that. Having the fairy with her would make things easier, probably. More than that, there had been two separate fairy-controlled attacks on the city in just the short time since Alyssa had been here. Oz’s mission would probably jump in priority by morning. It was a good thing that he was planning on leaving tomorrow.

“I have things to take care of in the city. But if you help me, I will help you get out of the city. There is a small chance that I can get you all the way back to your village. But that won’t be for a while yet. So help me help you. Pick up that woman and let’s go.”

~Why should I believe you?~ the fairy said, putting her hands on her hips. ~You’re just tricking me like they did. None of you humans hold up your promises.~

“I really don’t have time to convince you.” Theoretically, Irulon still had plenty of time before her stasis failed. Practically, Alyssa wanted to give herself as much time as she possibly could. “Help me or escape on your own, those are your options.”

The fairy glared. Her glare turned to a sigh.

The gaunt turned, making Alyssa tense as she caught it in the corner of her eye. She raised her Spectral Chains card, but it didn’t end up approaching her, stopping at the woman. Who started squirming. The gaunt didn’t seem to care at all. Its long fingers and arms curled around the woman, holding her tight to its chest, slightly muffling her sudden screams.

“If you want to stay out of Tenebrael’s stomach,” Alyssa said, “be silent.”

It didn’t help at all. The woman was absolutely hysterical. What did help was the simple fact that she couldn’t scream for long. She started coughing, spitting up a bit of blood.

Alyssa hoped that the movement hadn’t aggravated her wounds. If it had, there wouldn’t be much Alyssa could do about it besides shrug and say that she had tried. Turning away to face the fairy, Alyssa frowned. “Do you need to be carried?”

The fairy’s face turned green as she pushed her lips into a pout. The green was of a pale plant-like color. Alyssa thought she had gotten sick for a moment before realizing that the fairy was blushing. Once the fairy nodded her head, Alyssa knelt down and opened the flap of her satchel. There were some spare bullets in there, a fully loaded magazine and an empty one, a flash light, matches… a few other things. Nothing that the fairy could seriously harm if she decided to. But it was the perfect size for her.

“Hop in.”

Fuming, the fairy did so without a word.

Well, tough for her. As soon as she was in, Alyssa swapped her current pistol’s magazine with the fully loaded one and readied both it and the Spectral Chains card. “Hold on tight, I’m probably going to be running a bit. Keep the gaunt following us as fast as it will possibly move.”

Following Taker protocol, Alyssa crossed and peeked out of the room as quickly as she could, staying with her head out just long enough to get a glimpse of the exterior.

And what she saw had her scowling.

“I recognize this place… It’s the damn Waterhole.”
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                Alyssa hoped she would run into the Taker on her way out. Seeing his face when she walked into a room with a gaunt at her side would be worth everything that had happened tonight… Or maybe it wouldn’t. While capable of small bursts of speed that had Alyssa keeping her distance from the monster, the sad fact was that the gaunt moved too slow to be a threat to someone like the Taker. He would either dance around it or simply keep his distance and use his knives, probably killing both Alyssa and the fairy as he did so. So maybe she actually hoped that she wouldn’t encounter him.

Unless, of course, he was still injured. Kasita’s description of him had not been a healthy one. If he hadn’t been able to get his hands on anything that could heal him, he might even be dead right now. Given what she had seen at the hospital, Alyssa had a feeling that even mild injuries would be lethal without magical intervention. In that case, whether she hoped to meet him or avoid him was an entirely conditional hope based on his current health.

A rash and irrational part of Alyssa wanted to go searching for him. A more logical part of her wanted to get out as soon as possible. Looking down the long hall that led to Svotty’s former office, Alyssa had to go with the logical side. There were too many doors. Too many unknowns. What was this Society of the Burning Shadow doing here? Were they allied with Waters Street? In charge of them? This could very well be what Octavia had been talking about when she implied that there would be a coup against the rest of her family.

If this was truly a coup, there had to be more than just the half-dozen Society members Alyssa had encountered so far. Even if they planned on using Waters Street for a bulk of their activities, they had to have more backup waiting in the wings. Where those wings were, Alyssa couldn’t say. She didn’t want to stick around in case they were inside the Waterhole. Not even for a quick jaunt down to the office to plunder another bag of money.

The gaunt kept a step ahead of her as they headed toward the stairs leading out of the basement, ready to use its implacable body to shield Alyssa and the fairy if necessary. The woman it carried might be a casualty of that, but Alyssa found herself struggling to care. At least the woman had ceased her struggles. The fairy mesmered her into wanting to be carried away, so she wasn’t trying to scream or escape.

When Alyssa had first left the room, a full dozen people had been obstructing the hallway, possibly alerted by the Society member who had run away. A spell had flown past her as she ducked back into the room, some kind of violet-hued butterfly that caused the ground space behind it to momentarily warp and twist. But as soon as Alyssa had sent the gaunt out, the men scattered, fleeing back up the hall with nothing more than a few token spells in its direction. The woman hadn’t been hit by any of them thanks to the gaunt catching a fireball and a violet orb on its outstretched hand.

Alyssa was perfectly satisfied with the people having run away. The less she had to fight, the better. Still, she kept her eyes on the many doors to the sides of the hall. With her fair distance to the gaunt, someone could easily try to ambush her. And if they were even half as good as the Taker, they might succeed in injuring or killing her before she could do anything.

“Can’t the gaunt move any faster?” The hall shouldn’t have taken longer than a minute to walk through from end to end, and that was assuming a snail’s pace. Able-bodied humans shouldn’t take longer than thirty seconds. And yet, it felt like they had been walking for five minutes now.

~I’ve made it want to move as fast as it can, so I assume not. But I don’t know if it is really listening to me.~

“Great. That doesn’t make me nervous in the slightest,” Alyssa said, shaking her head. “I—”

Alyssa’s breath hitched as she heard the hinges of a door squeak open behind her. She turned, raised her pistol, and grit her teeth. A man poked his head out. Gruff, bearded, and muscular. No one Alyssa recognized.

She fired without hesitation. A wooden plank above the door split apart, raining splinters down on the man. He flinched back at the noise, but didn’t retreat into the room until after he looked down the hall at her. Or at the gaunt. Either way, the door slammed shut a second later.

~Why the ceiling?~

Letting out a slight sigh, Alyssa started back down the hall, turning every few seconds to make sure no one else popped out of a door.

~Human? Why spare the other human? You didn’t try to aim at him.~

“This is the Waterhole, run by Waters Street, a gang I’ve tangled with before. One of them figured out the weakness of my weapons. If any of them have a specific spell on, I’ll wind up killing myself instead of them. It’s a question of whether or not they realize what they need to do. Of whether or not the Taker told them my weakness. I don’t want to take that chance.”

~You killed the other humans with that weapon.~

“That was before I realized where we are.” Though it might have been a foolish move anyway. It had worked out, true, but if one of them had Projectile Reflection active, Alyssa would have been dead before she knew what had gone wrong. At this rate, it wouldn’t be long before everyone started walking around with Projectile Reflection permanently active. She should really avoid killing humans with her pistols if at all possible. Monsters like the shadow assassins were fair game, unless a human put Projectile Reflection on them. Maybe I should just find the local equivalent of Avada Kedavra.

Ugh, or maybe I should stop getting myself into situations where I have to kill people, Alyssa thought with an internal scoff. Was this how actual medieval society lived? With people constantly trying to kill each other? Alyssa honestly didn’t know how much was Tenebrael’s fault, because monsters existed, because magic existed, or a combination of the three. Though it really made her wonder how humanity had managed to survive to the modern era if this was even a shadow of a reflection of Earth’s past.

The gaunt started up the stairs. Alyssa moved just a little closer to it to keep from getting too separated. The gaunt itself was almost a void of sound, as if it were sucking in the vibrations in the air. The utter silence was enough to make Alyssa hear every thump of her own heart. Not knowing what might be up on the main floor was making her nervous. Worse, she knew that at least one person was behind her. The Society member who had fled away surely wouldn’t just let her walk out. She had to be gathering resources or support. Maybe something that could give the gaunt pause in some form or another.

There wasn’t time to decide on a proper course of action. The gaunt reached the top of the stairs. It went right through the closed door at the top. It didn’t open the door. Without a single change in the gait it had used to march down the hallway, it walked into the door, breaking apart the sturdy wood as if it were made of paper.

A brief moment of silence passed before the screams started up.

Alyssa jumped, fearing a room full of enemies. But… it wasn’t. Apparently, the Waterhole had resumed normal operations. Even with the Society of the Burning Shadow lurking in their basement, they were acting again as a brothel and drug den.

People fled in droves before the gaunt, leaving Alyssa confused about why they were there in the first place; had those who had been in the basement not fled through this room? The bouncer at the door tried to keep order, insisting that people couldn’t all leave at once or they would attract too much attention. That only lasted until the gaunt turned the holes in its head to face him. He was the first out after that, shoving some poor girl to the side to flee faster. By the time the gaunt made it a quarter of the way across the main floor, it was entirely vacant. Only Alyssa, the fairy, the gaunt, and the quasi-conscious woman that the gaunt carried remained.

The empty room had Alyssa scowling. “I don’t suppose you can detect invisible people and creatures?” she asked of the fairy, wishing that Kasita was with her.

~I can sense minds, but only if they’re near me unless I’ve seen them before.~

An arcanist wouldn’t need to be nearby to do harm. The one who escaped could be on the opposite side of the room beneath a shroud of invisibility, readying a spell. And Alyssa wouldn’t know until she shouted out what that spell was. That would give her a moment to react, but that might not mean much. Any kind of area-effecting spell couldn’t be dodged by throwing herself to the ground. If there was something like Napalm Strike, the whole building would go up in sticky tar-like flames.

But nothing happened. Alyssa and the gaunt made it to the door without a single spell slung toward her. That only served to fuel her paranoia.

“Where did the last one go?” she mumbled, looking out on Waters Street—the actual street, not the gang. There were a few people lingering around, though that didn’t stay the same once they realized that the gaunt had followed them out. A few ran off in silence, but more ran while screaming for guards about monsters inside the walls.

~I don’t know.~ The fairy had apparently taken her rhetorical question as one directed toward her. ~I tried to get into their heads, but every time I tried, they used that smoke. It made me cough, and dizzy, and sick, and was just bad. It made me want to listen to them.~

“Couldn’t you have done it while they weren’t in the room?”

The fairy shook her tiny head. ~My magic only works if they’re right next to me. Eye contact helps.~

“But you’ve been controlling monsters all over the city.”

~Once I know the shape of their minds, sending another command is simple. I can make them want to do things from here to the walls of your city. It’s just the actual mesmering that requires them to be close.~

Alyssa nodded. It made enough sense for her. Alyssa opened her mouth to ask how many monsters the fairy had under her control and to maybe send them off in search of the missing Society member. A shout coming from down the street made her hesitate.

Two armored men, both wearing the beige surcoat of the Lyria city guard, had frozen upon rounding the corner of the winding street. The gaunt turned its head and took one step toward them.

“No! Not them. Not the city guard.”

The gaunt hesitated, turning still as a statue. It made Alyssa sigh in relief that the fairy was actually going along with what she said. Or maybe the gaunt was acting on its own initiative, given what the fairy had said earlier about it not really listening to her direction. Either way, Alyssa did not want an incident with the guards.

Under other circumstances, Alyssa might have gone up to them to try to explain what was going on. But they were almost certainly part of the Northgate Guard given the Waterhole’s proximity. Oxart should have told them what was happening. They would be on the lookout for monsters. Walking up to them with a gaunt at her side and a fairy in her pocket would not only be suspicious, but it would take a great deal of explaining. That was assuming that they didn’t just flee before the gaunt.

Rather than run up to them, Alyssa turned and ran away. She knew exactly where she was and exactly where she wanted to go. Waiting for the gaunt would be far too slow. It would take three days to get back to the palace at its pace. Someone must have magicked it into the city—or it had already been here—before this attack. Either that or this attack had been in planning for potentially years.

“Have the gaunt set down the woman,” Alyssa said as she ran. She tried to hold on to the bag to keep it from jolting the fairy around too much, but it wasn’t that easy with her hands full of cards and guns. Well, one gun. Many cards though. It might have been wise to sheathe her pistol at the very least, but Alyssa wasn’t going to take the chance that nothing would need shooting anytime soon. Later, when things calmed down, she would have to remember to apologize to the poor fairy. For now… “If possible, have it scratch words into the ground. Enemy, traitor, or something like that. Also, if you can, have the woman want to confess to the guards.”

Alyssa wanted to interrogate the woman on what she saw of Tenebrael, but the gaunt was just too slow. If the woman surrendered herself, it might be possible to seek out Oxart later and ask to see the prisoner. Or maybe get Irulon to allow her access if Oxart wouldn’t do it on her own. For the latter plan, Irulon had to survive.

The fairy didn’t acknowledge in any way. Her tiny little fingers clutched tightly to the open edge of the bag as she tried her best not to be thrown from the satchel. It was probably a good thing that she didn’t speak. She would have bitten her tongue right off.

Or wait, no she wouldn’t have. She had been speaking telepathically. No tongue required.

Ah well. Alyssa didn’t stop running. She sprinted down the winding Waters Street, down an alley, past a cross-street, and didn’t stop until she reached Tzheitza’s potion shop. The large glass windows and colorful carboys were a welcome sight. The main shop floor was empty, but, after entering, Alyssa heard voices coming from the half-closed door to the back room. An unfamiliar low baritone had Alyssa pausing with her breath hitching in her throat.

“Hold friends, someone just entered the shop.”

“Please tell me you didn’t invite more rabble to join us,” a woman said with a scoff, voice aristocratic and haughty. She had only spoken a single sentence and Alyssa already expected her to have ten butlers waiting on her every whim at all hours of the day. Not even Irulon sounded like that.

Alyssa took a step back, regretting having barged into the potion shop under the assumption that it would be safe. A man stepped into view, opening the door fully. He was bald with a large nose and a bushy mustache, though Alyssa’s attention only lingered on his face for a moment. The weapon in his hands was a long metal shaft topped with a ball covered in spikes. The tips caught the light at odd angles, making them look like they were glowing a whole rainbow of shifting colors. Or maybe they actually were glowing in a similar manner to the Black Prince’s sword. He held it in armored gauntlets, a part of his plate armor.

He took a step forward, weight thumping against the ground as he did so.

Which only made Alyssa take another step back. “I uh… think I got the wrong place. Sorry for disturbing you.” Turning, she just about sprinted back out of the potion shop when a familiar voice made her pause and glance back.

“Alyssa? Is that you?” Oz peeked his red-maned head around the frame of the door. Upon confirming the answer to his question, he smiled. “It is! Is Tzhei with you?”

Breathing out a small sigh, Alyssa shook her head. “Is this… a friend of yours?” she said, eying the armored man. Or, more specifically, she eyed the sharp points of his mace. If that thing came anywhere near her, she would probably die. Especially because the more she looked at it, the less it seemed the glowing points were just a trick of the light. This weapon had to be something similar to the Black Prince’s sword. Enchanted, or whatever they might call it in this world.

“Ah, yeah. Catal is an old friend of mine from the guild. Lumen is as well.” Oz partially turned to look into the back room.

“Friend?” the haughty woman spoke again with a scoff. “Don’t flatter yourself. You’ve—”

“She’s got a fairy with her,” Catal said in alarm, narrowing his eyes as his fingers tightened on his mace.

Alyssa, wide-eyed, glanced down to her satchel. The little fairy looked green in the face and not entirely stable as she clutched at the side of the bag. She must have fallen back into it during the run over and only now clambered her way into visibility.

“Wait! I can explain!” Alyssa said, taking a step back again. One more step would have her back to the door. Honestly, she had half a mind to run away—if only she didn’t need a healing potion. There was one somewhere in the palace, according to Irulon, but Alyssa knew where one was here and now. Best to take the known potion rather than risk that someone in the palace hadn’t used or stolen that one.

Catal looked positively murderous and even Oz didn’t look too friendly at the moment. A third person, presumably this Lumen, stepped into view behind Oz. She wore an elegant green outfit that literally glowed along the hems and seams. Six spell cards floated in the air, rotating around her raised hand.

“She’s under its thrall. We need to kill it. Lumen?”

“Bad angle. I could kill it, but she might not survive with a missing leg.”

Oz put a hand on Catal’s shoulder and drew him back. “Might have to try,” he said, voice hard. “If we get close, it’ll enslave us. There are potions here that can help with injuries.”

The rotating cards stopped with one card pointed directly at her. It had a circle-square-circle-square pattern that Alyssa had never seen before. She didn’t want to find out what it did with it aimed at her either. Opening her mouth, Lumen started to speak.

But Alyssa was faster. She didn’t need to bog herself down with words. The second the thought crossed her mind, her spells cast.

Spectral Chains wrapped around all three of the people in the room. Oz fell flat on his face when the chains pulled his legs together, but Catal managed to keep his stance wide enough to remain stable. Lumen’s arms pressed tight against her body, but the cards remained floating in the air as she fell on top of Oz.

Alyssa’s eyes widened. She twisted to the side just as Lumen finished vocalizing her spell.

“All Shall Burn!”

Alyssa cried out in pain. A beam of fiery light pierced the spot where she had just been standing. It didn’t actually touch her, but it didn’t need to. The heat radiating off it scalded her skin. The beam itself struck the wooden door, turning a fist-sized chunk to ash while setting the rest aflame.

The cards hovering in the air didn’t stop after that one. They spun around again until one faced her with three circles touching one another and several more circles and squares within each. “Disintegration Ray!”

Before Lumen opened her mouth, Alyssa had started sprinting around the room. A purplish-black beam chased her as she moved, slicing through anything it touched as if everything were made from butter. Carboys shattered, spilling their contents. The window fell to pieces. The door and walls didn’t hold up for a second. The beam only stopped when Alyssa put the rotating cards between herself and Catal’s armored body.

“Will you stop!” Alyssa shouted, hoping that the insane woman wasn’t about to kill one of her own companions in an attempt at getting the fairy. “I’m not being mind controlled!”

“I actually agree with her,” Oz said, voice slightly squeaky.

“Oh lovely,” Lumen snarled. “It has him too.”

“No. I just don’t want Tzhei to kill me when she sees her shop.”

“Rather be dead at her hands than a slave to that monster,” Catal grumbled. He purposefully threw himself forward, falling to the floor. The four remaining cards ceased their rotation once again, aiming another spell in Alyssa’s direction.

Alyssa didn’t bother trying to identify the spell. It had a number of circles, but more importantly, it had a fireball flying straight toward it from her own deck of cards. The moment she had seen Catal start to fall, she had cast the spell. All four of the cards in the air turned to dust as the fireball flew through them, entirely unhindered by their presence. It hit the wooden ceiling, setting fire to it, but the fire didn’t stay for long. It quickly diminished and shrank until it was entirely extinguished. Only a small scorch mark remained as evidence.

Which made sense. This was a potion brewery. It would be surprising if there weren’t some fire protections in place. A quick glance at the door showed that its fire had also vanished, though the hole remained behind.

“Lovely,” Lumen said, glaring at Alyssa from her spot on top of Oz. She struggled against her chains, but made no headway. “I should have just tried to kill her instead of playing nice. Any other bright ideas?”

That was playing nice? Alyssa turned back to the three with a scowl. She wasn’t worried about them getting loose in the slightest. If that gaunt couldn’t do it, what hope did they have. “I don’t want to hurt you but if I see one corner of a spell card aimed in my direction, I will defend myself far more lethally than I have just done. Ask Oz. He knows what my weapons are capable of.” She was far more worried about more floating cards.

“She turned a goblin’s head into minced meat in half a second without using a spell. And… I don’t know about you two, but I didn’t hear her cast these chains.”

“She cast three Spectral Chains at the exact same time. What kind of monster have you been consorting with, Oz?”

“I’m not a monster! Ugh, why does everyone keep saying that!” Alyssa shook her head. “And I’m not being mind controlled. And if you,” she paused to glare down at the fairy, “try to mind control them, we are going to have a problem. Do you understand me?”

The little fairy glared, but nodded her tiny head.

“Good.”

“Alyssa,” Oz said. His voice was slightly muffled with how one side of his face was smashed against the floor. With Lumen on top of him, he couldn’t even try to shift around to a more comfortable position. “If you really aren’t its thrall, you should kill it. That thing isn’t like your mimic. It plants insidious little thoughts in your mind that make you want to do things. That make you think—”

“That I came up with the ideas myself? Yeah. I know. She tried and failed to work her magic on me. If I was being mind controlled, I doubt we would be here. She would force me to take her out of the city. Which I told her I would help with, but not until after I save Irulon. Speaking of which, you three remain right where you are and don’t move a muscle.”

Alyssa strode across the potion shop, returning the glare at Lumen. She had half a mind to take the woman’s deck of cards—they seemed like far better spells than Irulon’s esoteric nonsense or the relatively low level cards that the Society of the Burning Shadow used—but decided against it. Not only would she not know what any of the cards did, but she didn’t want to take the risk that Lumen could activate them remotely as she had done with the ones floating in the air. Suddenly finding her hips blasted off because of a card in her pocket sounded like a bad way to go.

By that logic, she also shouldn’t pick up any other decks of cards, but she hadn’t known such a thing was possible before just now. Given that she hadn’t had any problems so far, she wasn’t too inclined to discard the deck she had stolen. Especially not with how useful Spectral Chains was turning out to be.

All three of the people on the floor tensed as Alyssa neared, but nothing happened as far as she could tell. Not even as she stepped over their bodies and into the back room.

“So, Catal. I’ve never been mesmered before. How do we know if that fairy put a spell on us?”

“You won’t. You’ll just suddenly want to start doing things. The worst is when those are things you already want to do. It helps to cement its hold over us.” Alyssa did not miss the way his head jerked in her direction. “For example, did you ask me that of your own free will? Or because the fairy wanted you to ask it?”

“Ah. Well, I still want to kill the fairy. Would the fairy want that?”

“It knows you can’t right now, so possibly.”

~I didn’t do anything to them.~

Alyssa rolled her eyes. There was being paranoid, then there was being absurd. While under the fairy’s spell, she recalled a distinct feeling of overwhelming happiness associated with pretty much anything that she did. Just getting angry had been a chore. These people were definitely not under some spell.

Knowing where Tzheitza kept the completed products meant that it only took her a few moments to rummage through them and find the blue healing potion. She double-checked that it had a screw-on cap and wasn’t cold to the touch before nodding her head. Though, looking around as she slipped it into the satchel behind the fairy, Alyssa couldn’t help but frown.

“Where did Tzheitza go?”

Oz, at least, answered her. He tried to turn his head so that he could look into the back room, but it didn’t quite work. All three of them were still facing the shop’s entrance. “Don’t know. Haven’t seen her all night.”

“I hope she’s alright,” Alyssa said as she stepped back over them. “Last time I saw her was this afternoon. She was running off to deal with a potential plague containment failure.”

“Plague?” Lumen said, a bit of panic entered her haughty tone.

“Over in the shopping district on the east side of the palace. Near the Observatorium.” Stopping at the half of a door that was still standing—the upper half had fallen outside the building because of the various laser beams—Alyssa turned to face the three hoping that the building wasn’t going to collapse. It hadn’t so far, but wasn’t one of these wood pillars load bearing? They had been sliced clean through. Even the ground outside had a long gash in it from that purple laser.

“Anyway, I’m going to leave you people here. When the chains disappear, don’t chase after me please, I won’t appreciate it. Palace is under attack and Irulon is injured. No time to explain or fight you again.” Slipping her phone out of her pocket, she checked Irulon’s countdown. Still more than seven hours left. Plenty of time, even if she both explained and leisurely walked to the palace. But she didn’t want to risk anything. The sooner Irulon was back on her feet, the better. Everything could be explained then.

Besides, if she canceled the Spectral Chains, she would probably just end up fighting again. These people did not like fairies. Understandable, given the fairy’s ability to take their free will if they couldn’t resist as Alyssa had, but still tedious when trying to be marginally allied with the fairy.

So she left and started running—eliciting a few complaints from the fairy, but Alyssa ignored her. The Spectral Chains were extensible, but they had their limits. Said limits were roughly two buildings away. Not far at all. She could have chosen to drag Oz and his friends along behind her, but had a feeling that wouldn’t be pleasant for her or for them. Not without another levitation spell. So she let the chains disappear.

As soon as they did, Alyssa turned down the nearest alley and hoped that none of the three had spotted her before she disappeared.

Next stop: The Royal Palace.
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                “Perhaps you had better hide. You know, to avoid a repeat of what happened back at the potion shop.”

~Did you have to run the whole way here? Oh my head aches.~

“It was a light jog. But yes. I did. Irulon needs medical treatment and I didn’t want to get caught by Oz.”

The fairy in Alyssa’s satchel had long since given up trying to peek out over the top of the bag. She was hunkered down behind a notebook, trying to use it as a shield from the loose bullets that were bouncing around anytime the bag moved. Technically, she was hidden at the moment. Alyssa just didn’t want her poking her head out of the flap, startling everyone who had gathered around the palace.

Everyone being a contingent of the city guard along with several of those more knightly types that had been marching with the Black Prince the other week. The latter group was stationed around the palace walls and gate, blocking off access to the interior itself. Which had Alyssa scowling. She needed to get back inside. With the possibility that fate would try to automatically correct itself to be in line with Tenebrael’s little black book, she couldn’t take the chance and give up the healing potion to the army in the hopes that one of the soldiers would heal Irulon. With her luck, she would hand it over to the one knight with a grudge against Irulon, resulting in the princess’ death.

The shadow assassin Alyssa had killed was no longer lying where she had shot it. Rather, there was a whole stack of them piled up near a pair of guards. Probably five or six in total, though it was a bit difficult to tell with the way their tattooed bodies blended into each other.

Far more humans were laid out on the opposite side of the street. They wore a variety of outfits, from soldiers’ uniforms to servant attire and even some with higher class dress that might be nobles or part of the royal family. Unlike the shadow assassins, which had been dumped in a pile without care, the humans were lined up in neat rows with their arms across their chests.

“You did make the monsters under your control stop attacking people, right?” Alyssa asked, turning away from the bodies to focus on the still living guards. She felt disgusted that she wasn’t more disgusted at the sight of two dozen dead humans. Looking over them, she didn’t feel much of anything that she might have felt a few weeks ago. Rather, she was just angry that it had happened in the first place.

Tenebrael had been correct. Joining up with the Society of the Burning Shadow, even if they had a surefire way to kill angels, wasn’t in the cards.

~Every nonhuman I have memorized is near the building we escaped from, searching for the woman who fled.~

“Good. Good. Stay hidden, don’t make a sound, try not to move. I’m going to try talking to these people.”

~Do you have to? I don’t want to be near more humans than absolutely necessary.~

“Well, I considered heading over to the window Kasita and I used, but I figure they have this place surrounded. It would be better to approach them and try to explain my way in rather than to get caught and try to explain my way out of whatever cell they would try to place me in. Assuming they didn’t attack me, that is.” If only she had an Empty Mirror spell handy. When she got Irulon cured and everything went back to normal, she would kindly ask to have a dozen of those spells written out for her use as thanks for saving the princess’ life. Turning invisible was far too useful and, better, she knew exactly what they did.

“Just stay in the bag and don’t let yourself get seen, alright?” Alyssa said as she started walking toward the largest group of soldiers. Against her better judgment, she holstered her pistol and even pocketed her spell cards. Anything to lessen the chance that they view her as an enemy.

After the first guard noticed her, it took less than five seconds for him to alert his comrades. Fifteen seconds after that, they had her surrounded.

“Stop right there!” one of the guardsmen barked out.

These people were not messing around tonight. It was something of a shock considering how easily she had walked into the Northgate Guardhouse and even the wall reconstruction area. She suddenly regretted not stashing the fairy in some bush back away from the guards. If they searched her satchel… well, she would have to hope that none of them would be able to resist the fairy’s mental charms. For now, despite the sweat running down her spine, Alyssa tried to remain cool. She held up her hands so that everyone could see that she had no weapons pointed at them.

“Um… Hello. Could I speak with whoever is in charge? I have important information. If you could just—”

“Slaver?”

Alyssa’s head snapped to the side to find the guard who had spoken. As soon as she spotted the scruffy chin behind the grated face mask, she smiled. “Guardsman Ipo? Is that you? Boy am I glad to see a familiar face.”

“Ipo, you know this woman?” the guard to his side asked.

He didn’t respond right away, staring for a moment before slowly nodding his head. “She’s a monster slaver who warned us about the troll army in advance of them marching on the city.”

Opening her mouth to complain about being called a slaver, Alyssa hesitated and changed topics. It really wasn’t worth arguing over right now. At least he wasn’t calling her a monster. “Right. And I have more information tonight. Good news rather than bad this time. Is Oxart here? I’m sure she would be pleased to hear what I have to say.” Though they had only met three times, Alyssa felt that she had something of a rapport with the captain of the guard. If Oxart had received her Message warnings about tonight’s events, then that rapport was probably stronger now. And if she had heeded those warnings, she was probably here. Even if their rapport was all in Alyssa’s head, it would still be better to meet with someone she knew over some random knight who was likely to dismiss anything she had to say.

Thankfully, Ipo nodded his head. “She was asking about you earlier today. Then rallied the guards without warning. You’re the one who told her about this incident, aren’t you?”

“Yeah. I’m friendly with the Princess Irulon and was here to meet her when all this started, putting me in a perfect position to warn others. Which I promptly did after killing one of those things,” Alyssa said, waving a hand toward the pile of shadow assassin corpses. “The one I killed died of several small holes in its body.”

Ipo turned away, looking to the guardsman who had first spoken. A superior officer, perhaps, though Alyssa didn’t notice much difference in their uniforms. They both wore heavy armor with a beige surcoat over top. None of the presumably more elite knights with darker armor had approached her as they were the ones protecting the palace, standing guard around the perimeter to prevent further entry.

“We were wondering about that one,” the central guard said. “That was you?”

“It was. My weapons can replicate those holes on another corpse, if you need proof.”

“We’ll let the captain determine that,” he said, finally lowering his sword. That seemed to be the signal for the others to lower their weapons as well. Except in the case of the two who wielded pikes. They raised theirs, letting the butt of the weapon rest against the ground. “Come with me.”

Alyssa let her arms drop to her sides. That had been less painful than she had been expecting. Ipo’s presence might have contributed to that, but this world seemed fairly lax in security anyway. Had this been a modern Earth military incident, say something gone wrong at the White House, she probably would have been shot by snipers well in advance of getting this close to the building. At the very least, someone would have searched her bags. Not that Alyssa was complaining.

Though, she couldn’t help but notice that the men didn’t completely lower their guard. They gave her space while keeping close enough to attack if needed. Alyssa would do her best to not give them reason to act. Hopefully the fairy would remain hidden as well.

Oxart, along with two others wearing identical dark trench coat-like uniforms, stood around a central table that had been hastily set up with a detailed map of the city. Alyssa itched to take a photo of it, but now was probably not the time. Not with how Oxart was glaring at her. The moment the captain looked up from the table and spotter her, Oxart’s lips curled into a distinct frown.

“You have a habit of finding trouble, Alyssa.”

“I assure you, the trouble finds me. It’s not like I wanted to have my evening ruined by monsters and mayhem.”

Letting out a weary sigh, Oxart said, “Agreed.” With a shake of her head, she waved a hand to the man on her left and the woman on her right. “These are Decorous and Kalne. Captain of the Eastgate Guard and acting captain of the Central Garrison respectively.” She paused for a moment before gesturing toward Alyssa. “This woman calls herself Alyssa, an apparent monster slaver, potion deliverer, medical expert, or lumber hauler who first came to my attention during the incident a week ago and has cropped up on occasion, generally bringing trouble with her. She is the reason I sent riders to each of you.”

Alyssa nodded at both of them, though only Decorous returned her nod. The woman looked far too bewildered, tired, and maybe a little confused about everything. Her expression hadn’t changed much between when Alyssa first caught sight of her and now, so it could have been her default expression. Or it could have something to do with the acting part of her title. It made Alyssa wonder what had happened to the actual captain.

“Though I believe your last Message had you within the palace itself,” Oxart continued, now addressing Alyssa directly. “Yet you come walking up from the opposite direction?”

Alyssa opened her mouth, but the guard who had led her here began speaking first. “She says she has information for you, ma’am.”

“Thank you, Donovan, you are dismissed,” Oxart said, voice terse.

The overeager guardsman saluted with a hand across his chest before backing away. He couldn’t step out of the room as there was no room to step out of—the table had been erected in the middle of the street with no tent around it unlike what had been the case at the wall reconstruction site. But he gave them enough privacy.

Alyssa waited as a few other guards backed away. Ipo remained the closest to the table. It didn’t really matter how many people stayed nearby, not so long as the fairy remained hidden. Alyssa wasn’t about to damn herself by saying anything she shouldn’t. “I was in the palace and my current goal is to regain entry without being skewered by the guards, but I do have information as well that might help. Irulon created a spell that she thought would help with the situation. I suppose it did, but not in the way she had intended. It resulted in me being teleported out of the palace and right in the middle of a group of people. A Society of the Burning Shadow. Does that sound familiar?”

All three of the captains tensed, though Decorous nodded his head. “Not entirely unexpected given the events a week ago. Disturbing that they would attack twice in such quick succession. We are already going to experience difficulties in food this year with the damage to the fields. More attacks might cripple us to the point where their army might actually be effective this year.”

“This attack might have crippled us enough,” Oxart shot back, turning her gaze up to the palace. “With the pharaoh at Pandora, the nobles will tear apart the royal family here for every scrap of power they can get.”

“Assuming they’re still alive.”

Alyssa frowned. “You don’t know?” she asked, looking between the three captains. Turning her gaze around the entire pavilion, her frown deepened. A battalion of soldiers stood around, most quietly talking with one another. They were antsy for sure, but… “Why are you all just standing about? Shouldn’t you be in the palace? Assisting wounded and clearing out hostiles?”

The three glanced at each other. Or rather, Oxart and Decorous turned to face the other. Kalne looked over to them, but neither looked back at her. Eventually, Oxart spoke. “We had been planning on it. But the Palace Guard have assured us that our assistance will be called for if necessary.”

“Presumably because most of our number are owned by the nobles,” Decorous said, vaguely gesturing around him. “We cleared out the nobles’ homes here, but most were unoccupied save for caretakers and servants. Since then, we’ve been standing around feeling awfully useless.”

Glancing over to the dark armor of the palace guardsmen, Alyssa looked them over. She had spotted them once already, marching with the Black Prince on their way through the city the other night. They presented an impressive look. The black with gold trim really gave them an elite flair. Almost too much so, however. Their armor looked like it had been designed for ceremonial matters rather than combat. Given that they had been heading into battle with it the other night, it clearly wasn’t ceremonial. Or perhaps it served a dual role. In any case, they shouldn’t be dismissed even if it was ceremonial. After all, the Queen’s Guard in England wore bright red and big fuzzy hats yet carried fully operational weapons and were highly trained.

But Alyssa could count at least two dozen standing around the palace. Most centered around the main entrance, but more were dotted along the walls. Presumably, they wrapped around the entire palace or it would be pointless guarding one entrance.

Where had they been earlier? Shouldn’t the palace guard have been guarding the palace, keeping Alyssa and Kasita from sneaking in?

“Can they secure the palace on their own?” Alyssa eventually asked.

“They are skilled. But they are few in numbers comparatively.”

“Even fewer if what we suspect is true.”

Alyssa looked back to Decorous, expectantly waiting for him to continue.

He didn’t get a chance.

“They’re all dead,” Kalne blurted out, earning a glare from the other two captains.

“Possibly,” Oxart clarified, pinching the bridge of her nose. “There were no guards around the palace when we first arrived. It wasn’t until I sent a few men into the palace’s barracks that these knights came out. I believe that these men were off-duty at the time of the attack. Those on-duty…”

“Either way, fully securing the palace will take some time for them even if only a handful perished.”

“That is…” Alyssa clenched her fists and grit her teeth. “That is unacceptable.” Pulling out her phone, she checked Irulon’s timer. Six and a halfish hours. “The palace is too large. There could be people in there who need assistance. There are people who need assistance.” Irulon being one of them. “If they are sweeping through it with only a dozen people, it could be days before the palace is fully secure.”

“At least someone understands the gravity of the situation,” Decorous said. “If only the palace guard could be so easily convinced.”

“They will not budge for us.”

And if they wouldn’t allow the city guard entrance, they sure weren’t going to let Alyssa meander in. Once again, Alyssa found herself wishing she had Empty Mirror. She had never really considered invisibility to be the best or strongest super power. With all the super hero movies that had been coming out for the past decade or two, what kind of power one wanted often became a water cooler topic at work or a mealtime discussion. For instance, her brother had always thought that control over time was the ultimate power, granting several other powers almost by its very nature. However, it was such a rare power that Alyssa had trouble thinking up a single character that possessed time control.

For Alyssa, she had always thought that flying would be a fun power to have despite her mild fear of heights. If she could fly, she could catch herself if she fell, presumably nullifying the fear. Presumably because she had never actually tried it. Even shooting laser beams out of her eyes seemed like a better power than invisibility.

But being able to turn invisible at will would have solved pretty much every problem she had experienced in the past month. People breaking into her home? Turn invisible, let them steal whatever, call the police later. Worried about entering a city causing uncomfortable questions? Turn invisible and walk right past the guards. Realize that purple cloaks were indicative of nobility? Turn invisible and take it off; she never would have met Cid and Bacco. Of course, invisibility hadn’t helped all that much during her encounter with the Taker, but that was the exception rather than the rule.

Moping about what could have been wasn’t going to get her anywhere now. Alyssa shook her head and focused.

“Wh-What about the Burning Shadow?” Kalne asked. “Can we take them out? If we can prove we were useful maybe the palace guard…” Her words descended into unintelligible mumbling, but the other two didn’t look as if they disagreed.

All three looked to Alyssa, who merely shrugged. “I don’t know what more there is to do about them. The teleportation accident dropped me right next to a fairy in a cage. And before you freak out, no, I didn’t get myself mind controlled. As Oxart kindly mentioned while introducing me, I know my way around monsters.” A complete and total lie, but one that worked to her advantage. Just mentioning the fairy sent a variety of expressions across their faces. Mostly suspicion. Ipo, who she caught moving in the corner of her vision, actually shifted to put his hand on his sword. Almost unconsciously, Alyssa moved her hand to her satchel just to ensure that the fairy didn’t pop out at being mentioned. “If you are quite finished… The fairy had been captured against her will by the Society. They had been using her to control the monsters. Given the chance she would have turned against her captors in an instant. So I gave her an opportunity. She used the gaunt I had captured and—”

Decorous held up a hand. “Wait… hold on. A gaunt?”

“I believe I mentioned that in my most recent Message to Oxart.”

“You said one was attacking the palace. But capturing one? There is a limit to your credibility, Alyssa.”

“I know my way around monsters. Two of your men saw it, if you need confirmation, though I left them behind at the Waterhole. Anyway, the gaunt ate one of the Society members. I shot and killed a second, wounded a third—which I left in the care of the two guardsmen who saw me—a fourth escaped. The building they were hiding in was the Waters Street Waterhole.”

Oxart swore under her breath while Decorous’ face went entirely passive. “If true,” she said, “they’ve crossed the line this time. I’d like to see the nobles protect them from this.”

“It is true. You can confirm with the two guardsmen. I didn’t stop to chat though. Adequately explaining the presence of the gaunt would have taken far too long, so I had it drop the wounded Society member while I headed straight here, though the woman was extremely wounded. She might be dead by now.”

Decorous shook his head. “You still haven’t explained the presence of the gaunt adequately.”

Alyssa sighed. The only reason she had brought it up was because Oxart would surely find out about it later. But maybe she should have just kept silent and dealt with it when it came up. For now, Alyssa just shrugged. “I don’t really know what more you want.”

“Start with where it is now,” Oxart said, lips tight.

“Gaunts, as you might be aware, are extremely slow. So I left it behind. Presumably, it is following the fairy’s orders to seek out the one Society member who ran away, alongside whatever other monsters they brought in to the city.”

“Y-You left the fairy alive?” Kalne hissed, voice barely more than a breath of air.

“It wanted revenge against its captors. I wanted monsters to stop attacking the palace. Our goals were not mutually exclusive. If killed, the monsters in the city would have been set loose, potentially going on a rampage around the city and causing more destruction. Using a Contract spell, I ensured that it would do no more knowing harm to the city’s inhabitants. On pain of death, the only ones it can attack are the Society of the Burning Shadow.”

This was one of those things. One lie leads to a bigger lie which rapidly spirals out of control into bigger and bigger lies. Alyssa pressed her lips together. The best way to not tell larger lies was to simply tell them nothing more at all. If they had a problem with what she had told them, she would simply shrug and say that the lie was simply the way things were.

“That does explain why the assassins suddenly stopped moving,” Oxart grumbled, glancing to the pile of corpses. “But I cannot approve of leaving a fairy alive within the city. It could do more harm than the Tenebrael-damned gaunt.”

“What are the termination conditions on the Contract?”

Alyssa hesitated. That wasn’t a question she could simply shrug her shoulders at. Biting back a frown, she said, “The exact words were: Do no harm to the inhabitants of this city while hunting the remaining members of the Society of the Burning Shadow within Lyria.”

Decorous took only a second to process the words. “Which means that she can harm anyone after getting her fingers on the Society’s throat—metaphorically.” He clicked his tongue in annoyance. “We need to find one and keep them safe until the fairy can be dealt with.”

“Kalne,” Oxart said, turning. “Take your men to Waters Street. See if you can’t find and eliminate this fairy. Ascertain the truth of Alyssa’s words as well, if possible. Should you come across this wounded Society member left in the care of my men, protect them at all costs. Send a Message with your results. Can you handle that?”

The woman’s eyebrows furrowed. “I-I’m not an invalid, Captain.”

“Good. Then you should have no trouble. Eliminate any monsters you come across. They cannot harm you so long as the Contract remains in effect. Best to clean them up now.”

“What about the g-g-gaunt?”

Oxart pressed her lips together, giving Decorous time to answer first.

“Ignore it. According to testimony, it just fed. Released from the fairy’s control, it will go into dormancy. We can locate and move it at a later date.” Decorous clasped his hands together behind his back. “Well? What are you waiting for, Acting Captain?”

“Right. Yes sir.” Kalne gave a slight salute before turning and moving to someone standing a short distance away from the captains’ table. “Adjutant, gather the central garrison soldiers. We are moving.”

Both Oxart and Decorous watched for a moment until the acting captain had moved far enough away. Only then did they turn to one another and share a sigh.

“Shame about Captain Snopkin.”

“Indeed. Though she has potential. I can understand her nerves however. Snopkin’s body… not the most pleasant of corpses.”

“Are any?”

“You have a point, Oxart. But we have work to do.”

Oxart turned back to Alyssa. “We need to locate at least one member of the Society of the Burning Shadow.”

“I don’t know how much I can help with that. The one disappeared well before I even realized that they were using the Waterhole for their base of operations. The Black Prince captured one last week, but I imagine he was freed early tonight. The only other one I know about… Morgan. A woman I captured. Last I saw her, she was high up in the palace, just a few floors below the top. A food storage room. It hasn’t been too long, though she might have escaped.”

“For which we would need to gain entry to the palace,” Oxart said with a scowl.

“I need to get in regardless. Irulon needs assistance.” Alyssa smiled as a thought occurred to her. “These palace guards… they would listen to someone from the royal family, would they not? That’s their job, right?”

“Your point?”

“All we have to do is get a noble to tell them that we are allowed access. Brakkt wasn’t answering my Messages earlier. And I was actually told that he had died along with the First and Third princes, but Irulon doesn’t believe that to be the case… Still…” Alyssa pulled a deck of cards from her pocket. She wasn’t sure if it was Morgan’s deck or the woman who Alyssa had shot, but either way, it should have what she needed. “Message,” she said, holding up a card. “Kasita. Sorry for not messaging you earlier. I am alright and just outside the palace. But I am being barred entrance by the palace guards. It would be helpful if Irulon could come down here and tell them to let me in.”

Nothing happened. But nothing had happened any of the other times Alyssa had messaged someone. Yet both Irulon and Oxart had clearly received her messages. So hopefully this message had gone through properly.

Decorous nodded his head, clearly pleased with potentially being allowed access to the palace. Oxart, on the other hand, put on a deep scowl.

“I thought you said that Irulon was injured.”

Alyssa suppressed a grimace. Right. She had sent out messages after reaching Irulon. That was how Oxart had known about the gaunt. What had she said then… had she mentioned the stasis? She didn’t think so. “That is why I need to get in to the palace. And why I Messaged Kasita. She can help Irulon get down here.”

“Your sister.”

Ugh. The hospital. That stupid mimic and her stupid stunt. If she changed forms at all anywhere near Oxart, she would surely be found out. If Alyssa slipped up and called the ‘wrong person’ Kasita, she would be found out. If Irulon showed up at the front entrance of the palace perfectly whole and started ordering around the guards while she was supposed to be fatally injured, Oxart was smart enough to be suspicious, at the very least.

“She’s a smart girl. She’ll figure something out.” I hope. “We’ll just have to trust her. Unless you two want to storm the gates and fight off the palace guards to get in.”

“We’d be drawn and quartered for treason before dawn.”

“Then let’s give Kasita ten minutes. If she hasn’t figured out a way to get us access by then, she probably won’t ever and we’ll have to find other solutions.”

Oxart narrowed her eyes, making Alyssa swallow a mouthful of saliva. Decorous came to her rescue.

“Our only other option is searching the entirety of the city for one… possibly two people that might have already escaped. Even if we mobilized every guardsman in the city, the task could be impossible. Waiting is agreeable.”

Alyssa let out a small sigh as Oxart nodded her head. Now, all she had to do was wait and hope that Kasita didn’t screw everything up.
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                Ten minutes ticked by a lot slower when waiting for something to happen. Especially when Alyssa wasn’t sure at all that said something would even occur. When she had left Irulon’s laboratory, involuntarily though it had been, there had been a Fractal magic barrier over the only door out. She had Messaged Kasita essentially asking her to come down in the guise of Irulon to order around the palace guard. But that plan all failed at the first step if Kasita couldn’t even leave the laboratory.

The palace guards remained stubborn. Decorous had wandered over to the main gate and looked to be in a heated argument with the guards. The black-armored guard stood tall and firm, though he and his fellow knights had tensed when Decorous first approached. It was plain to see in their body language that they wished the man would just go away. Their hands moved closer to their swords than they had been before. The central leader-type knight, who had a small violet-colored emblem on his chest to differentiate him from the others, had his fists balled up as tight as his gauntlets would allow. Those further away moved closer to support their comrades should the need arise. But not so close as to leave vacant spots along the wall.

Decorous, if he paid attention to the movements of the guards at all, seemed unconcerned. His focus was solely on the leader. He wasn’t shouting and irate the way some customers had been back at the home improvement store, but he clearly wasn’t happy. Every few words he spoke was accompanied by a slash of his hand across his waist. The palace guard interrupted him every so often, but he did so in return just as frequently.

Alyssa couldn’t understand. Not letting some random civilian in made enough sense. If she were in charge of security, she wouldn’t want her here either. But the city guard? The palace was under attack. Or it had been, but they didn’t know that the fairy in her pouch had set all the monsters to finding the people actually responsible for this attack.

It was a case of two primary groups with supposedly similar goals but vastly opposite organizational structures, according to Oxart. The palace guard only responded to the royal family. And not even every member of it. There were apparently a lot of members of the royal family. Irulon had six older brothers, plus her father. Then she had a good twenty younger siblings, most of whom were children and teenagers. The pharaoh wasn’t an only child, having brothers and sisters of his own, most of whom had their own descendants. But the palace guard would only accept commands from the pharaoh and his line of family, and they had to be at least seventeen years of age. Should there be no valid royals, they would begin branching out. First to younger children, though that apparently stopped at age thirteen—anyone younger was considered too immature to make decisions. After that, they would finally branch out to Irulon’s uncles or aunts.

The city guard, on the other hand, were owned by the nobles. Nobles were generally land owners and regents of other cities, towns, and villages. Though not all. Some had been able to purchase their way into nobility, exceedingly rich merchants and the like, and a few had been granted titles due to worthy deeds performed by them or their ancestors in service of the pharaoh. The latter options tended to have less influence over the city guard because they contributed less bodies—most soldiers of the city guard were recruited from peasantry of the nobles’ lands. Those that contributed the most personnel and funds had the most influence.

However, the city guard had significantly more autonomy. The nobles could order them around, but most decisions were actually made by the captains. Though they had manors within the city, the very buildings that surrounded the palace where Alyssa stood at the moment, most nobles tended to spend their time within their own domains, managing their own people and their own armies, and only lived in the city for a few days a year. Hence the autonomy.

The hostility between the groups boggled Alyssa’s mind. The palace guard were actively putting the royal family into more danger by refusing to let the city guard help. It was insane. “Surely they realize that,” Alyssa whispered to herself.

Oxart’s muttering over the map on the table ceased as she looked up. Since Decorous had gone off to speak with the palace guard, Oxart had started casting spells at the map. Locating spells, judging by the names of a few of them, though Alyssa didn’t know what she was trying to find. Probably members of the Society of the Burning Shadow. Judging by the frown and the glare, her efforts were not being rewarded. “Realize what?”

“Oh just… that they need help ensuring that the palace is safe. There are what, two hundred fifty people out here? All trained swordsmen. And how many did you say they had? One hundred? That number includes the guards who were supposed to be stationed around and inside the palace. People who are probably dead now.”

“Very likely,” Oxart said with a nod of her head.

“Then how many people are out here standing guard? There are probably only twenty people trying to clear the palace. That place is huge!”

Oxart grunted an agreement. “They’re worried we might do something to undermine the royal authority. If the royals lose power, the nobles gain power.”

“But you aren’t going to do anything like that… are you?”

“I won’t,” Oxart said, though Alyssa didn’t miss the way her eyes flicked over to Decorous. “But it isn’t just me. Among my men, there are no less than fifteen nobles of varying stations in life. So long as I have eyes on them, none will try anything. I don’t believe any would try anything anyway, but there is always a chance that their houses have given them orders that I don’t know about.”

Alyssa grit her teeth. It sounded an awful lot like the palace guard were right to deny the city guard entrance. Would it kill these people to work together? Probably.

“You’re quite the conundrum.”

Blinking, Alyssa glanced up to meet Oxart’s eyes. “What?”

“You seem to have a habit of finding threats to the city.”

Ah. That. Alyssa couldn’t help her scoff. “Not by intention or choice, I assure you. If I could live a nice peaceful life where I didn’t have to deal with life and death matters every day, I would.”

“What’s stopping you?”

“Powers beyond my control,” she said with a wan smile. “Though I am looking into controlling, killing, or otherwise avoiding said powers. However, I haven’t had all that much time as of late to actually do research. Things like this keep cropping up. Ugh, I need a vacation. And a nap.”

“Mhm. I can already tell that this is going to be a night where I don’t get any sleep,” Oxart said, her naturally hard tone softening ever so slightly. “Though I cannot help but wonder if we are wasting our time here.”

“What do you mean?”

“You sent a Message to me earlier. Two, in fact. One warning about the shadow assassins, another about the gaunt. Perhaps it slipped your mind, but I cannot help but wonder how your sister is going to get Irulon to come down from the top of the palace while being… grievously injured, was it?”

“Ah…” Alyssa shifted where she stood. “Did I say that?”

“You did.”

“Ah. Well. I probably sent the message in haste before being fully aware of the situation. I had just gotten done being chased around by a gaunt, after all,” Alyssa said with a nervous laugh.

“So the princess isn’t injured.”

“I didn’t say that. Just that she might not be as grievously injured as the word grievous might imply.”

“You’re having your sister escort an injured princess through a palace that could be filled with monsters. How capable is she?”

“Ahh…” Alyssa rubbed the back of her head. A movement in the corner of her eye saved her from answering. The palace’s main doors swung open. Irulon strode out, looking like she owned the place, flanked on either side by black-armored palace guards. Alyssa turned to face the palace, though glanced to a now utterly still Oxart. “Quite capable, it seems,” she said with a smile.

The captain didn’t respond because the princess began speaking, choosing to stare instead.

“Palace guard! Attention!” Every guard nearby save for the two at Irulon’s sides turned to her, put an arm across their chest, and knelt down on one knee. They all moved in such perfect synchronicity that Alyssa had to wonder how many hours of their training went into genuflecting. The city guard also moved to show respect, but not quite to the point of kneeling. “You are to join the city guard in searching and clearing the palace of all threats.”

The leader of the palace guard, kneeling next to Decorous, looked up. “But Princess Irulon, we have…” He hesitated upon making eye contact, hand moving back toward his sword. “You aren’t—”

“Loophole,” Irulon snapped out before he could do or say more. A card between her fingers vanished.

The leader snapped back, moving to his full kneeling position that he had held before looking up. He started talking again, but his words were jumbled, sometimes coming out with multiple words spoken at once, sometimes with a single word sounding like it had been recorded on a faulty record. Then he flickered again, this time looking away from the palace with clenched fists in the exact pose he had taken while arguing with Decorous. He reset again, kneeling.

Irulon looked around with piercing eyes, daring anyone else to make a move against her.

No one did.

“You,” Irulon said, pointing to a random palace guard near the now constantly resetting leader. “What is your name?”

The knight ducked his head, looking at the ground. “O-Ogden.”

“Congratulations, Ogden, on your promotion. Before you make the same mistake as your predecessor, allow me to inform you of a few facts: I have had a bad day. I’m sure you don’t need me to explain why. I am in no mood for insubordination. All you need to know is that the sooner this mess is over with, the sooner everyone can go back to having a normal life. Do you know how many rooms are inside the palace?”

“No m-ma’am.”

“Three thousand one hundred thirty seven. With the palace guard divided into three groups, assuming each room takes only five minutes to search, do you know how long it will take to fully search every room within the palace?”

“No ma’am.”

“It will take three days, fourteen hours, and thirty minutes. That is assuming there are no breaks and no combat. Obviously, this is unacceptable. To that end, the city guard will be divided up. There will be at most two palace guardsmen per group. The city guard should be evenly divided among the palace guard. Your orders are to clear the entire palace of any hostile threats. There may be monsters within the palace. There is definitely a woman inside. She was wearing a hooded cloak, but may now be disguised as a servant, as such, all servants are to be detained until their identity can be verified. Are my orders clear, Ogden?” Irulon held up another spell card. “Or do I need to find someone else who can listen to simple directions.”

“N-No ma’am… I mean yes ma’am. I mean… Right away, ma’am!”

“Ufu~ Good. That is what I like to hear. You may begin.”

Irulon bored a hole into the man with her gaze as he stood on shaking legs. Ogden gave one glance toward the man he had replaced before turning around. “You heard the princess! Let’s get moving.” He started pointing out people, both palace guard and city guard, and started barking out orders. The city guard were far more hesitant to follow through, often looking to Decorous or Oxart, but neither made to disagree with his orders. Though Decorous definitely looked like he wanted to. His face was set into a deep scowl, but his frequent glances to the Loopholed palace guard were enough to hold his tongue.

“Alyssa, to me,” Irulon called across the pavilion.

“Ah. Well, nice talking with you Oxart. Better not keep the princess—” A gloved hand slapped down on Alyssa’s shoulder before she could take a full step away. Oxart pulled her back and put her lips right up to Alyssa’s ear.

“That isn’t Irulon,” Oxart hissed, so quiet that Alyssa could barely hear her even with the proximity. “The man she spelled was one of the few who could have identified that. What is that spell?”

A knot formed in Alyssa’s stomach at hearing Oxart’s words. Of course, Alyssa knew that this Irulon was Kasita. But no one else was supposed to have known. This was it. The thing Kasita had been worried about since Alyssa had first met her. Oxart could detect mimics.

And Alyssa had to defuse her before she pointed it out to anyone else. “W-Well… That’s… The palace guardsman. He’ll be back to normal in ten to twenty minutes.”

Oxart’s fingers dug into Alyssa’s shoulder. “Explain.”

“Loophole. Irulon explained it to me one time. It’ll keep him trapped in warped time until the spell wears off.”

“That’s too long. Without him, if the fake princess orders the palace guard to attack us, they will.”

“Best to act like nothing is wrong then, right? I guess I’ll just—” Alyssa tried to walk away, but Oxart’s vice grip didn’t let up.

“The fake princess isn’t injured in the slightest. You knew that. You know she isn’t the real Irulon.”

The knot in Alyssa’s stomach pulled tight as she felt something sharp prick her back.

At the same time, Kasita put her hands to her hips. “Is there a problem, Alyssa?”

“N-No,” Alyssa called back, wincing slightly as the dagger pressed harder. “Just a moment.”

Kasita’s violet eyes widened, possibly realizing what was going on. She started forward, only to pause as Alyssa waved a hand.

Somehow, Alyssa had to defuse this without Kasita directing the palace guard to attack the city guard. And vice versa in the case of Oxart. The truth seemed like a good start. Oxart seemed like the kind of person who would respond well to being told everything. The real problem was whether or not she would believe the truth.

Only one way to find out.

“The Irulon up there is a mimic.” The dagger bit into Alyssa’s back just a bit deeper, so she started speaking faster. Though she didn’t raise her voice any louder. The less people who knew about this, the better. “The real Irulon is high up in the tower under a stasis spell. She is injured to the point where, should the spell wear off, she will die in about fifteen minutes.” Alyssa paused, taking a breath. She took it as a good sign that the dagger hadn’t dug further into her skin—she was trying to fight down images of her intestines spilling out at the Taker’s hands. “I know you might not believe it, but we are only trying to save Princess Irulon’s life.”

Biting her lip, Alyssa waited. She could hear Oxart grinding her teeth together. Was that good or bad? Probably bad. Hesitating for just a moment, she tried walking forward. To her surprise, Oxart’s hand fell away from her shoulder. Turning, Alyssa stared with a horrible feeling welling up inside her. The woman looked so… betrayed. “I’m sorry,” Alyssa said. “I’d explain more, but Irulon has already been in stasis for several hours. I can’t take the chance that there won’t be more distractions delaying me further.”

“If… If your story is true, we should call for the menders.”

Alyssa actually laughed at that. The noise drew a few looks, but most of the guardsmen were too busy organizing according to the orders of Kasita’s newly promoted palace guard to stop and stare for long. With the quiet way she and Oxart were speaking, no one would hear even if they did watch. “I’m trying to save her, not subject her to a painful death over the course of a week.”

“And how do you intend to accomplish that, lumber hauler?”

Hand drifting slightly closer to her satchel, she said, “I have a rejuvenation potion.” Alyssa slipped her hand inside, careful to keep the flap closed with her other hand. Her fingers curled around the glass of the potion bottle, bringing it out just enough to flash it to Oxart as proof. Unfortunately, she had that fairy hidden right next to it, so she couldn’t do much more without potentially revealing the monster. Bringing the fairy along might have been a mistake in retrospect. She had thought that the fairy would help to protect her from any monsters they came across, but all they had come across were humans. It would have been better to have handed the fairy to the gaunt and told her to march them both out of the city, bringing all the other monsters with her if possible.

A mimic was one thing. If Kasita wasn’t imitating a princess at the moment, Oxart likely wouldn’t have been so upset about it. From her time in Lyria, Alyssa had learned a few things. Mimics were treated more like pests than actual threats. Annoyances to be shooed away. Nothing to be frightened of. A fairy, on the other hand, could take complete control of a person. If the captain caught a glimpse of the fairy, everyone would be in grave danger.

After her eyes flicked down to the corner of the potion peeking out of the satchel, Oxart nodded her head. She relaxed just a little more, hopefully believing what Alyssa had said. She turned her head to the side and barked out an order. Or rather, a name. “Ipo.”

The guardsman in question clearly took it as an order to approach. Which he did without hesitation, leaving behind a group of guards he had been a part of. “Captain?” he said as he got closer.

“You are to attach yourself to Decorous’ group.” Oxart spoke in the same hushed tone she had been using with Alyssa. “Keep an eye on him, but don’t move to stop him if anything untoward happens. I wouldn’t trust him not to find a reason to silence you. I expect a full report when I return.”

“Return? From where?”

“Mhmm…” Oxart stepped closer to him and began speaking too softly for Alyssa to hear. She did nod her head toward the palace guard who was trapped in the Loophole and, after a few more words, Ipo whirled to glance at Alyssa before Oxart jammed her elbow into his side. Their conversation finished with Ipo staring up at the fake Irulon.

Unsurprisingly, Oxart turned back to Alyssa as Ipo walked off in the direction of Decorous. “I will be joining you. I will not accept no for an answer.”

Alyssa nodded her head, Oxart having said exactly what she had expected her to say. In all honesty, she couldn’t say that she was displeased with the situation. Oxart had a fairly thick spell tome probably filled with all kinds of excellent spells that would come in handy should anything go wrong. It also gave Alyssa some time to further defuse the situation. She would really like it if Oxart didn’t hate her forever. The real Irulon should help with that, assuming she did survive beyond Tenebrael’s countdown.

“Let’s go then. I don’t want Irulon’s stasis to run out before I get there with this potion.”

“Lead the way,” Oxart said, voice icy cold.

Alyssa caught a glint of something shining hidden in the folds of Oxart’s sleeve. The dagger, undoubtedly. Her other hand rested on the spell tome, fingering a page despite the book being closed. Altogether, it sent a chill up Alyssa’s spine. She had a feeling that she might not have the most pleasant of nights if Oxart found anything she disliked.

Keeping her hand firmly on the flap of her satchel to ensure that the fairy stayed hidden, Alyssa started walking toward Kasita.

“If you’re finished, your highness, my time is not unlimited. I do not appreciate being kept waiting.”

Ugh. Kasita was really hamming it up. Not really what they needed right now. Before Alyssa could stop her, Kasita’s violet eyes flicked to Oxart.

“I do not recall asking for your presence, Captain Oxart.”

“That’s my fault Princess Irulon,” Alyssa said as fast as she could. “I asked the captain to come with us. Given her repertoire of spells, she surely can help detect monsters that might be hidden in the palace before they might ambush us.”

Kasita immediately stiffened. It only lasted a moment, but Alyssa was certain that Oxart noticed. Likely the only reason she hadn’t acted was because of the two palace guards flanking Irulon. “Very well, if you insist. We should make haste before anything else goes wrong tonight.” She turned back to head into the palace, only for one of her guards to hold up a hand.

“Princess, forgive my impertinence, but you are safe here. Heading back inside before the palace—”

“I appreciate your concern, guardsman. However, I have time-sensitive experiments running. If they are allowed to run without maintenance for long, I fear the entire tower could collapse. Stop me if you must, but be warned that you would be putting the rest of my family at high risk.”

The palace guard hesitated, throwing a glance at his companion. When all he got was a shrug in return, he stepped out of the way and allowed Kasita to pass.

“Ufu~” Kasita hummed with a plastic-like grin. Almost exactly the same as the one the real Irulon wore at the Observatorium. It was somewhat scary how good she was at mimicking the princess, but then, that was her job. “Back to the top then. I hope the space contraction spell on the stairs hasn’t worn off. I am all out of such spells at the moment.”

It hadn’t. The stairwell Kasita led them to felt like a single flight of stairs yet they found themselves all the way up in the servants’ quarters, not far from the kitchen. On the way, Alyssa found out that Morgan had, indeed, escaped.

“I believe she is still inside the palace,” Kasita said, emphasizing herself in just the sort of way that made Alyssa think that one of the Irulons had been the one to come to that conclusion. “It was quite a pain securing the experiment so that Morgan wouldn’t find it while I wasn’t in the room.”

“But you did secure it?”

“You’ll see when we get there. First…” Kasita stopped at the stairs that led from Irulon’s floor to the upper floors and turned to the two palace guardsmen. “Continue to the higher floors. Find and secure my elder brothers, if possible. Do not worry about me,” she added before they could protest. “Between my magical skills, Alyssa’s talents, and the unexpected presence of the captain, there should be nothing here that will pose a danger to me.”

The same one that had spoken against Kasita earlier frowned in Oxart’s direction. The captain kept her face carefully impassive, just as she had been since her conversation with Alyssa had ended. “This is highly irregular.”

“I should hope so,” Kasita shot back. “I do not want monsters traipsing about my home regularly.”

The guard opened his mouth, paused, and snapped it shut with a nod of his head. He and his companion moved up the stairs after Kasita dismissed them with a wave of her hand.

Shortly after, Kasita’s form shimmered. In mere seconds, Alyssa found herself staring at herself. Or rather, a form remarkably similar but not quite exactly the same. The hair was longer, the breasts bigger, and the eyes sharper.

“The sister?” Oxart blurted out, snapping open her tome.

Alyssa pinched her nose and groaned. “Why did you change?”

“I thought you said she knew.”

“I said she knew you weren’t Irulon, not that you were… you. Why do you even look like that? Where is your normal self?”

“Ufu~” Kasita looked down at her body, rubbing her hands from her shoulders to her hips. “I like this one. Sticking with one body for my whole life would be such a bore.”

Feeling like she wanted to slam her head into the wall, Alyssa rolled her eyes. It really didn’t matter, she supposed. Oxart was getting antsy, clearly considering using whatever spell she had pulled out of her tome. Not wanting to find out what it was, Alyssa changed topics. “Where is Irulon?”

“Come on,” Kasita said, strutting down the hall toward Irulon’s laboratory. “When you disappeared, the barrier did too. The two Irulons started telling me all kinds of things, like how many rooms were in the palace and that I should use the spell on the first palace guard who spoke back to me. None of it made any sense at the time, but I guess it does now. A shadow assassin got inside almost immediately after, tried to kill me, killed one of them, tried to kill me again, and again, and got the other…”

The first thing Alyssa noticed upon entering the laboratory was the mess. A large mound of… meat piled up in one corner reeked like the local meat packing plant. She pinched her nose as she continued surveying the room. Several of the skeleton cages had been damaged. As had one of the operating tables. The far wall, however, had Alyssa scowling. “Where’s Octavia.”

“—and again… Octavia? Oh. Right. It maybe-accidentally-maybe-intentionally freed her while trying to kill me. She ran off in the middle of it all. Don’t know where to.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together, but nodded. She didn’t like the sound of that. “What about the other one. You said one died…”

As they spoke, Oxart walked past them, observing the room with narrowed eyes. As before, it had a number of corpses in it. Not just those of the shadow assassins. Alyssa almost asked Kasita another question, but noticed the captain from the corner of her eye.

She was standing over a body of a young girl with dark hair and several tattoos around her closed eyes.

“Princess?”

Alyssa sucked in a breath, eyes widening. “Where’s the real one?” she hissed.

Kasita started to say something.

Too late.

Oxart whirled on them, spell card in hand. “Subjugation!”

For the second time this evening, a wave of fiery orange light blasted toward Alyssa.
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                Alyssa couldn’t do anything. The laboratory had a relatively open floor plan. There were tables, but none nearby. She tried to throw herself to the side, but she didn’t go far enough. Subjugation came at her as a wide wave, not a narrow beam. Her hands and knees hit the ground a lot harder than she would have liked. Kasita joined her only moments later.

Though the mimic didn’t stay kneeling for long. Her form shimmered and she was standing again.

Despite trying to get back up as well, Alyssa couldn’t. The spell had locked her knees and arms where they were. Even lifting her head was a strain. “That isn’t the real Irulon,” she said, trying to look up as much as possible. Subjugation kept her only able to look at Oxart’s legs. She couldn’t see if the captain was readying another spell, pulling out her dagger, or just staring. “Kasita! Show her.”

Kasita’s foot lifted off the ground, but she didn’t move forward, putting her foot back right where she had picked it up from. “I don’t want to.”

“What? What do you mean you don’t want to? Where’s Irulon!”

“I don’t want to? I don’t… want…”

Alyssa couldn’t see what Kasita was doing. All she could see were the mimic’s surprisingly modern tennis shoes as they trembled. Kasita picked up a foot, set it back down, picked it up, and put it back down again. Eyes wide, Alyssa stopped fighting against the spell and let her head drop completely.

At her waist, her satchel hung open. The tiny fairy stood outside it, hands on her hips as she looked around the room without a worry showing on her face. Her little glowing eyes found Alyssa’s… and she smirked. The overlarge mouth for her small face twisted up into something Irulon at her most vicious would have found envious.

Adrenaline flooded Alyssa’s system as she smiled—frowned. Her best friend _̵̷̢̀͝_̧͜͜͞_̷̢͘͜_̴͘͢͞͝_̵̸—worst enemy needed help. Alyssa wanted—

“Get out of my head!”

The smile on the fairy’s face vanished as she flinched back as if physically struck. She recovered quick enough, shooting a glare at Alyssa. ~Why won’t you just listen?~ Her lips didn’t move save to form into a pout. The words came as a mild pressure on Alyssa’s mind.

“Let Kasita go,” Alyssa snarled. “Or—”

~Or what?~ the fairy said, smirking again.

Alyssa ground her teeth. What was Oxart doing? With how Oz and his friends had reacted to the fairy, Alyssa had fully expected some deadly spell to have obliterated the tiny being the second she showed her face. But she wasn’t. Ugh. Of course. Alyssa tried to wrench her head up to look at Oxart, but couldn’t make it with Subjugation still in effect.

The action did make the fairy laugh. Tiny little squeaks escaped from her mouth as she spoke. ~Her? The human? She doesn’t want to help you.~

“Why are you doing this? We had a deal. You help me, I help you out of the city.”

The mirth on the fairy’s face died in an instant, replaced with fury. Her fists, each about as big as Alyssa’s littlest finger, shook in rage. ~I will never trust a human I cannot control. You’re just like the others, trying to honey me up until I’m compliant. You thought you had me tamed. But I can see through your lies.~ Her hands slowly unclenched as her smile returned. ~But I don’t need you anymore. Now I have a human to do my bidding. One in a place of power over her peers. She can carry me all the way back home without any other humans getting suspicious and feed the commune for months. Maybe a few of the other humans will want to escort her there. We won’t need to hunt for years!~

That… That could not happen. Why hadn’t anyone mentioned that fairies were cannibals! It seemed like the kind of thing people should bring up. ‘Oh, those tiny things will mind control you and eat you.’ It was so simple! Maybe because it wasn’t technically cannibalism. Lots of monsters probably ate humans. Dragons, draken, and maybe even Rizk’s lizard species.

~But you are just too dangerous to bring back home. If only you would have listened, you could have enjoyed being made into a feast.~

Oxart shifted. Her feet were all Alyssa could see, but she could still feel the air move about and hear the rustling of papers. The captain was probably selecting another spell. One far more dangerous than Subjugation.

“Oxart! You don’t want to do this! It’s a fairy. Fight it!”

~It’s useless.~

Alyssa had to move. She had to get away. The fairy stood to the side, smirk firmly on her face. Kasita was on her other side, still performing the world’s slowest tap dance. There had to be something she could do. She had a whole pocket full of spells. But her hands were locked in place. She couldn’t get to them.

Except, Oz’s friend hadn’t needed to hold or even touch her spells to cast them. If she hadn’t needed to, why did Alyssa? But what spells did she have available? Fireball would just blast a hole in her pocket. In fact, most spells would do something similar. She either needed something that would protect her or would free her from Subjugation. Both maybe.

Projectile Reflection? Would that be in the deck? Alyssa thought hard about casting it, but nothing happened as far as she could tell. No shimmering bubble around herself. But then, the Taker hadn’t had a bubble around him. It might have worked, but it might not have just the same. It wasn’t reliable. Even if it had worked, Oxart might have selected a spell that would bypass any barrier that might have formed.

Something else. Something that would stop whatever Oxart was about to do.

She had to think fast.

It hit her. She knew a spell likely contained within this deck.

Alyssa hated doing this to Kasita again, but she didn’t have a choice!

Desecrate Spells.

The moment the thought crossed her mind, whatever force had been holding Alyssa down vanished with a cutting feeling against her back. The pain made her clench up, wincing as she tried to suppress a shout. Kasita stopped moving, screaming a bloodcurdling scream for a second before her form shimmered. Her legs disappeared, replaced with a small stone. The laboratory darkened as jar after jar of light exploded, sending glass shards around the room. None near Alyssa, thankfully.

The fairy didn’t scream. She stared, eyes wide with fear as she whipped her head around to stare at every exploding jar. That fear, unfortunately, did not lock her in place. Alyssa, free of Subjugation, lashed out and tried to grab the diminutive being around her waist. The fairy moved too quickly, jumping back. She turned and ran further into the room. Her little wings fluttered behind her, but torn up as they were, she didn’t get into the air.

Another scream cascaded off the walls. Not Oxart. The sound was too distant. It wasn’t the fairy either, not unless her tiny body could muster up such a loud noise. It took only a moment to realize just whose voice the scream belonged to.

“Damn it,” Alyssa swore. Back burning from the shallow cut Desecrate Spells had given her as payment for stopping Subjugation, she fished her flashlight from her satchel. She had fifteen minutes. Maybe not even that long. In fact, almost certainly less than fifteen minutes given the effect of Desecrate Spells on magic. Stasis was probably a fair amount of magic at that.

She had to find Irulon.

Luckily, Irulon was making quite the noise. All Alyssa had to do was follow that noise.

Oxart, Alyssa found when she swung the flashlight to where the captain had been standing, was lying flat on her face. A small bit of blood was leaking from the side of her head, but it didn’t look like a very large cut. The fairy must not have put too much magic on her. Good, she would be fine and she wouldn’t move. Alyssa couldn’t spend the time fighting or arguing with the woman at the moment. Not with Irulon crying out in pain.

Alyssa did reach down to pick up the rock that was probably Kasita. It was the least she could do to not leave her behind again. Pocketing the mimic, Alyssa followed Irulon’s voice. The princess wasn’t screaming any longer, but there was a sticky breathing noise coming from the same direction. Back toward the hidden passage that all the Irulons had been hiding inside.

That fairy was still around somewhere. It had run in the opposite direction, but given how small it was, it could easily sneak around in the darkness. With any luck, it would flee and not come back. And if it did come back… Alyssa might have to consider taking Tzheitza’s advice. The thing was too dangerous to let near susceptible people. Though she hadn’t thought Oxart would be so weak minded. Unless it was something else entirely. Perhaps it had just struck out too hard with Alyssa in a panic and desire to escape from its cage, while it had taken more time with Oxart. They had been close together from the moment Alyssa first went up to her until just a moment ago. Questions for later, she supposed. For now…

Irulon was in the hidden room, though it wasn’t so hidden anymore with the bookcase torn off the wall. Alyssa just about tripped over Tess on her way in. No one had bothered to wake the poor servant girl, though maybe that was for the best. If she had been awake, the assassin that had killed the fake Irulons might have killed her as well. As it was, she slept on the floor, chest rising and falling peacefully. She wasn’t even bleeding from Desecrate Spells. Hadn’t the Irulons put her to sleep with magic? Maybe it was some hypnosis.

Something to ask Irulon later.

Less peaceful was the princess. Blood pooled around her at an alarming rate. Before, in stasis, she had only had the few holes in her chest and back. Several lacerations now ran from her shoulders to her wrists. Blood dribbled from the corner of her lips, running down the side of her face. Her black and white eyes flicked to Alyssa as she approached.

“Fool. Desecrate—” Irulon didn’t get further than that, spitting out blood before trying to breathe back in. The wet, labored breath sounded painful all on its own.

“Don’t talk. I have a healing potion.” And I sure hope it works, Alyssa thought as she knelt next to Irulon. Tzheitza had used just a few drops, letting them fall right into her wounds. Mimicking that, Alyssa opened the orb and carefully held it over Irulon. She let just a single drop fall into the largest wound on Irulon’s chest. The way the cap was designed, she needn’t have worried about letting more out than necessary. It was like a bottle of Tabasco sauce. Except healing, instead of burning fire. Hopefully.

Irulon jerked, sucking in a breath that made her start coughing. Pressing a hand down on her to keep her steady, Alyssa let another drop fall over the next largest hole. It took tearing the princess’ dress to get at the other wounds, but it probably wasn’t that big a loss given how ruined it already was. Her body was far more important anyway. Surely a princess had a thousand dresses.

Alyssa continued dripping a single drop into each wound on Irulon’s chest, then moved to her arms. One drop around the elbow was enough to seal the entire wound. It spread down to her wrist and up to her shoulder like some invisible hand drawing up a zipper, sealing the skin on her arms while leaving only a slight blemish behind. A thin pale line on her otherwise dark skin. Alyssa didn’t want to use too much of the extremely rare potion that she had stolen from Tzheitza—just the few drops she had used was about a third of the small orb. At the same time, she didn’t want the princess to die. Surely the royal family would compensate Tzheitza. Taking care to not jolt her much, Alyssa turned Irulon over onto her stomach.

It looked like she wouldn’t need to use more on her back after all. Alyssa ran her fingers over Irulon’s back, trying to wipe away the blood to find the wounds, but couldn’t. There was nothing there but smooth skin. Looking over the princess for any other injuries and finding none, Alyssa breathed out a small sigh. There was nothing more she could do. Closing the healing potion, she replaced it in her satchel. As she did so, she looked down at Irulon’s still black and white eyes. “How are you feeling?”

Irulon opened her mouth, hacked up a congealed wad of blood, then went back to lying on her back in the pool of her still liquid blood. “Like I slipped off my balcony again,” she said with a distinct wheeze. But she smiled and stared right at Alyssa. “I knew you would prove useful.”

Alyssa rolled her eyes, but didn’t say anything. Not until she heard a thumping noise from the main laboratory. Snapping her head to the entrance, she swore and reached for her spells.

A hand snapped out, grabbing Alyssa’s wrist. She sucked in her breath, fearing that Irulon had fallen under the fairy’s sway.

“Your hands are bloody. Don’t get it on the cards.”

Alyssa’s breath came out as a sigh as the hand fell away. That was certainly sensible. Couldn’t let the markings get smeared. Though her hands had been fairly bloody while burning herself during her encounter with the Taker. She must have just lucked out then.

“What is out there?”

“A fairy and the Captain of the Northgate Guard.”

“A fairy? What is a— You brought it here?”

“I don’t want to talk about it. Just focus on getting better. I need to ensure that Oxart is disarmed. Even if I have to incinerate her entire spell tome and wrap her up in Spectral Chains… Can you resist a fairy if one comes in here?”

“Just who do you think I am? I’d like to see a fairy try.”

Alyssa gave the princess a look before turning back to the doorway. So far, no one had come in. Maybe she should use the time to bind up Irulon as well. For both Alyssa’s and Irulon’s safety. Somehow, she doubted that Irulon would appreciate that. But since she had just saved the princess’ life, she should have some leeway with her actions.

Though… had she truly saved the princess’ life? The timer was still counting down. Alyssa hadn’t really expected it to stop once the crisis passed—it was just the timer app on her phone, not some mystical magic clock—but she worried that fate might twist to conform with Tenebrael’s books. Until the timer had hit zero and then some, Alyssa vowed to stick to Irulon like glue.

“How soon do you think you can move about on your own… or is there still something wrong with you? Do you have some wound I missed?”

“My body has lost a significant amount of blood. I am feeling exceedingly lethargic. Were I to cease maintaining my mental acumen, I imagine that I would fall asleep instantly.”

“But there is nothing wrong with you.”

“Aside from the blood loss, nothing that I can detect.”

That was good, at least. Alyssa bit her lip. Good, but she needed to leave Irulon’s side to find that fairy before it could do anything regretful. Anything more. Ugh. Why couldn’t the stupid fairy have just played nice. Everything would have been so much easier. Now what was she supposed to do? She couldn’t leave Irulon, but she couldn’t leave the fairy on its own. First, she needed to locate the fairy. Something that would be nearly impossible in the dark of the laboratory. Assuming it hadn’t fled the room already.

Kasita could have done it had she not been a rock, her ability to sense things around her was truly amazing. However, even if she wasn’t a rock, the fairy had placed her under its control. For the time being, it was best that Kasita stay as a rock.

Alyssa edged away from Irulon. Not leaving her, just moving closer to the door. She thought to peek around the side, but hesitated. Her flashlight gave away that she was inside the secret room, but shining it into the main room would give away her exact position. If Oxart had gotten back up, it would be the optimal time to release a spell.

“Is there a spell that lets me see in the dark?” Alyssa whispered.

“Yes, but I’m not in any shape to draw—”

“Never mind.” As soon as she posed the question to Irulon, she could see. In fact, she was almost blinded by her own flashlight. One of the spells in the decks she had in her hands must have been night vision. Like Desecrate Spells, she hadn’t needed to actually single it out. Though she would have to be careful. She didn’t want to blow a hole through her hand by thinking about casting the wrong spell. That was possibly the only advantage of having to shout out spell names in order to cast them.

Night vision, as it turned out, wasn’t anything like what Alyssa thought it would be. She had expected some green filter over everything like they had in the movies. Not true. Or rather, Hollywood might have gotten that one correct so far as it applied to Earth and technological night vision. The magic spell was more like normal vision. At least, everything had color to it, though the colors were off. Far more vibrant than she was used to. While her flashlight had been on, her vision might as well have been a white wall. Now that her eyes had adjusted to the… darkness? It was more like looking at Wes Anderson film where all the colors just popped.

Now able to see, Alyssa leaned around the brick wall that separated the hidden room from the rest of the floor. She only glanced for a second, not wanting to get a knife buried in her forehead. But that second was long enough to have a cursory look at the room. There wasn’t any fairy in sight. There were plenty of tables, racks, and debris to hide behind, but Alyssa doubted that the fairy was still in the room. The primary reason she doubted: Oxart wasn’t where she had been lying on the floor. Nor anywhere else in the room.

Alyssa wanted to slam her head into the wall. But that would not be productive. Instead, she returned to Irulon. “We’re safe for this second, I think, but we have problems. Problems that I really could use you on your feet for.”

Irulon didn’t even lift her head to look around. She stared straight at the ceiling as she spoke. “Because you brought a fairy into the palace. Good job with that, by the way.” She paused for a second, but continued speaking before Alyssa could object. “But you think we’re safe. So it escaped. And is likely gathering support to carry out unpleasant acts against us.”

“Yes, sorry. Yes. Yes. No. It told me that it was going to return to its commune. I could be wrong, but I think that is what it is going to do.” If she was wrong, she could be very wrong, given how wrong she had been about the fairy earlier.

“That doesn’t sound like a problem.”

“Well, it’s run off with the Captain of the Northgate Guard. Possibly to eat her.”

“Hm. While I can see some people considering that a problem, you said we have a problem. Not other people have a problem.”

Alyssa’s lips pressed to a thin line. “Ignoring the fact that you are apparently alright with throwing away a loyal member of the city guard, I—”

“Do I have to spell everything out for you? Diplomatically, of course I care about some captain,” Irulon said in a tone of voice that made Alyssa wonder which metaphorical mask the princess had just slid onto her face. “But I’m lying in a lake of my own blood. I’m not in any shape to go gallivanting through the desert to rescue someone. Go tell the city guard or the guild if you think this captain is worth saving.”

“I think she is. Especially because it is my fault she got captured. But… the city guard might be the most immediate problem. She knew Kasita wasn’t you and I think she set up a contingency plan for if she disappeared.”

“And she has disappeared.” Irulon clicked her tongue in annoyance, then turned her head to look directly at Alyssa. The way she moved wasn’t natural at all. It looked as if she put all her effort into just starting to turn her head, but gave up part way, leaving her staring off at an odd angle. Was she really going to be alright? Her eyes were still pitch black but the normally white rings looked more… grey. Or perhaps just dimmer than usual. “Why was the mimic pretending to be me? Or rather, explain everything. I am unaware of anything that occurred since I used Fractal Lock on myself. I’ve pieced together most of what happened, but not all. I had expected one of my contingency plans to inform me of anything I need to know, but seeing as none are around, the task falls to you.”

“Before that, is there a way to ensure that you’re alright? Can we replenish your blood faster or…” Alyssa looked around. Blood was really red with this night vision spell active. “Is there a Draw Water spell that would work on blood? Then we could put all this back inside you…” Would that even work? Hospitals put stored blood into people all the time. This was all Irulon’s blood, so there wouldn’t be any incompatibility with blood types. Assuming a hypothetical Draw Blood spell worked like Draw Water and left behind dirt and other impurities, it should work… right? Alyssa pulled out her phone and glanced at the timer. “I would prefer if you were able bodied for at least the next eight hours.”

“You have your device back. And it tells you something about me.” Irulon grimaced as she tried to sit up, but gave up halfway and let herself fall back into the puddle of blood. “Am I more injured than I think?”

“I… don’t know.” Alyssa bit her lip. Ugh, why couldn’t Tenebrael just pop down here and heal up Irulon if she wanted her to survive so bad. “It told me that you would die a few minutes after exiting your stasis naturally. But I ended it early and healed you so…”

“Interesting. We will discuss that further. For now… Draw a Message spell and contact Donovan of the Northgate Guard. Oxart’s second in command. Alert him to the fact that a fairy is loose with his captain and have him ensure that it leaves the city without being impaired. His guards should clear away from the gate to avoid being caught and dragged out with her.”

A Message! Right. She had forgotten. She could contact Ipo, explain what happened. Maybe he wouldn’t enact whatever contingency plan Oxart had told him about. And she could contact the guild without leaving Irulon’s side… though if she called Oz, she would have to admit that he had been right about the fairy. Which he had been.

He and his friends probably deserved an apology.

Surely the Society of the Burning Shadow had a few Message spells in these decks. Bercilak had used one back on the Overlook. Sure enough, Alyssa found a good ten of them among the cards. She opened her mouth only to hesitate. “Wait, you want Oxart to leave the city? Why not stop her?”

“Fairies are dangerous. Relatively imbecilic, but their power means that they can bumble their way through decimating entire towns. If the fairy is cornered, it may abandon subtlety and start abusing its abilities on anyone nearby. So long as your guess is correct that it wants to escape, it will likely focus on that to the exclusion of all else. We don’t want it to feel trapped.”

Alyssa nodded. That was a good point. If it hid in Oxart’s coat and just started mind controlling everyone it came across, half the city could be under its sway by sunrise. Once it got out of the city, there would be far more space and far less people. It would be easier to deal with.

“After that…” Irulon forced her lips into a strained smile. “I may have some ideas on how to fix myself up faster. Tell me, is Tess still alive?”
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                “Is Tess going to be alright?”

Irulon stretched her arms high above her, snapped her neck back and forth, twisted her spine from one side to the other, bent over until the tips of her fingers touched her toes, and finally popped back up to her full height with a pleasant smile on her face. She stepped over Tess’ body, hopped off the stone slab where they had been lying, and grabbed for an elegant robe that she had asked for. She slipped into it before looking down at herself, though didn’t actually tie the front closed. If one were to look at her now without knowing what state she was in only a few minutes ago, they might assume that she had simply stepped out of a bath. There were no traces of her earlier injuries left behind.

The same could not be said for Tess. She lacked major injures and the servant girl was breathing, but the scars left behind on Irulon by the healing potion were now on Tess’ arms and chest. Off-color marks dotted her chest and a thin line ran from her wrist to shoulder on either arm. If Irulon had been wounded with other, more subtle injuries before transferring them to Tess, it was entirely possible that Tess now had them. She could be bleeding internally or suffering from a collapsed lung or festering an infection. Anything really.

But Irulon shrugged her shoulders. “I have been performing several experiments on Tess over the past year since she came into my service. Willingly, if you care to know. Her body should be hardier than standard humans such as me or…” Trailing off, she eyed Alyssa for a moment before shaking her head. “Well, just me.”

“I’m not a monster,” Alyssa said with a glare, though both her words and her expression were halfhearted. She was far too exhausted to complain. Tonight had been far too long and, with Oxart missing, was bound to get even longer. If she could possibly just slip in an hour long nap, she would.

“I didn’t say you were… this time. But you are from another world. Who is to say that your definition of human and mine are identical?” Irulon paused just long enough for Alyssa to sigh. “In any case, the ritual completed successfully. Good job drawing it out, by the way.”

“I’ve got no idea what I even did.” And that was the pure truth. Irulon had just directed her and Alyssa hadn’t argued.

“Regardless, I feel a need to praise you. And, since you are worried, I’m sure Tess will be fine so long as she gets rest and food.”

“Shouldn’t we move her to a more comfortable bed?” The cold slab of the laboratory table probably wasn’t the softest place to rest.

“She’ll be fine. More importantly, I need you to remove your clothes. I’ll draw out out a Suppress Magic spell for your pet mimic while you do so.”

“What.”

“You’re soaked in my blood. There are plenty of nasty things you can do with someone’s blood. I already have to scour the room. I’ll not have you wander around with my blood covering your clothes. They need to be destroyed. With fire.”

“That’s…” Alyssa looked down at herself. Irulon was right, of course. At least about the soaked part. Her once yellow shirt was now a reddish brown. Her jeans as well. But… Her limited supply of modern clothing was drastically low. Between torn and ruined clothes, clothes that were just too dirty to wear without heavy cleaning, and now these blood-soaked clothes, she… might not have any left at all besides the Sunday dress. “Isn’t there a way to get your blood out without destroying my clothes?”

“They will be destroyed. Whether or not you are wearing them at the time is up to you.” Irulon looked her up and down before nodding her head. “You are taller than me, but I have a few articles of clothing that you might be interested in, if you feel it is necessary.”

“Absolutely! That isn’t even a question. I am not walking through a medieval city wearing nothing.” The public baths had been one thing, but everyone had been naked there. She hadn’t stuck out at all. Walking through the streets naked? Nope. Nope. Nope.

“Very well. Strip then. I’ll have Tess…” Irulon glanced back to the stone slab of a table and frowned. “I suppose I’ll have to find where clothes are stored. Tess manages every day. I’m sure it can’t be that difficult.”

Alyssa stared at Irulon as the princess hummed to herself in thought. Was she hearing this right? The princess didn’t know where she kept her own clothes? Alyssa’s opinion of the princess might have just dropped several points. Though… maybe it was to be expected. She was a princess.

“Well?” Irulon snapped. “What are you waiting for? And hand over your card making implements so I can get your mimic back to normal. We might need it.”

Shrugging off her satchel, Alyssa hesitated. “Aren’t you going to get the clothes first?”

Irulon snatched the offered satchel. “No.”

Resigned, Alyssa nodded her head. She had, somehow, expected that. As Irulon pulled out ink, paper, a pen, and a loose bullet, Alyssa pulled off her shirt and undid her pants. It wasn’t as awkward as she had expected, surprisingly enough. Which might have had something to do with Tess lying entirely nude on the slab and Irulon having been the same up until she put on the robe. Even that still wasn’t done up fully. Irulon apparently didn’t care at all. They were all girls here and Irulon didn’t seem interested in the slightest. She was too busy writing designs on a card while staring at the bullet sitting on the slab. Her eyes had gone all black and white again.

“What is that?” Alyssa asked as she undid her pants. She did remember to remove everything first. The cards and the rock that was Kasita at the moment. “The eye thing.”

Blinking, eyes returning to normal in the process, Irulon looked over to Alyssa. All without stopping her drawing. “I performed a ritual on myself when I was younger. I share my mind with a deceased dragon, offering it a chance to observe the world again in return for its mental alacrity. It grants me heightened observational skills, nearly perfect memory, and the ability to make connections between ideas at an extremely rapid pace.”

“Ah. A dragon. That explains it,” Alyssa said, taking the idea that Irulon had put a dragon into her head in stride. Maybe she was finally getting used to this world that such a thing barely warranted a shrug.

“Explains what?”

“Oh, just your soul. Way back when you had me use that soul vision spell, you had a giant dragon floating behind you. At the time, I thought you were literally a dragon. But instead, you just have a dragon shoved in your head.” Weird, but far more understandable. Though it did raise the question of why Tenebrael hadn’t swooped down to eat the dragon’s soul. She definitely ate monster souls. Alyssa had seen her eat the soul of that troll. So why not dragons?

It wasn’t a question she could pose to Irulon without answering a lot more questions, so Alyssa just kept her mouth shut. At least, she kept silent until she noticed Irulon’s expression. The princess had stopped writing and was now staring with wide eyes. If Alyssa hadn’t known better, she would have said that Irulon looked frightened.

“Are you alright?”

“That shouldn’t have happened. Did you see anything else?”

Alyssa frowned as she thought back. “Other people had animals as their souls. For the most part, anyway. But you? I mean, there might have been something, but I was a little preoccupied with the dragon. It filled up the entire room, after all. Hard to look away. If there was something else, I didn’t notice. Why?”

Irulon nodded slowly, face turning to a scowl. “Viewing the state of souls is a common way of checking for monsters,” she said, returning to her drawings. “Everyone sees something different, so there isn’t some guide book you can look up for telling humans apart, but experienced arcanists can discern the two. If other people see a dragon when they look at me, or anything that appears inhuman, they could get suspicious. It is why I thought you were inhuman when we first met. Even if that suspicion is ultimately unfounded, it could be annoying, as I’m sure you are aware.”

“Yeah,” Alyssa said with a scoff. “I get that.”

“I’ll ask my brother to examine my soul later. He knows what I did with the dragon and won’t be surprised if anything strange pops up.”

Alyssa shivered slightly, wrapping her arms around herself without commenting. She had already told this Irulon about her brothers possibly being dead. Like the fake Irulons, she didn’t believe it. Hopefully, should something bad have happened, Irulon wouldn’t take it too poorly. But there was nothing Alyssa could do about it now. So, shivering again, she said, “About those clothes…”

“I suppose I had better.” Irulon glanced back, eyebrow raised. “Interesting garment you have there. It has blood on it as well. What is it for?”

Glancing down, Alyssa groaned. “It’s a bra. Lifts, supports, separates.” And some blood had soaked through the shirt. Alyssa slipped out of it without any protesting. It… was getting to be somewhat disgusting with all the sweat and lack of real washing. She had a few others still. They wouldn’t last forever.

Irulon’s eyes flicked downward. For a moment, it looked like she had something to say about Alyssa’s other undergarments. But instead, her eyes flicked to Alyssa’s hands. “You have dried blood on your fingers. There is a basin over there where you can wash,” she said, waving a hand off toward one wall. “And your footwear—”

“You are not burning my boots. They’re all I have.”

“They have blood on them.”

“On them. They were specifically designed to be easy to clean. I’ll wash them off in the basin as well.”

“Hm. Fine. I’ll decide after.”

Heading over to the indicated basin, Alyssa took extra care in scrubbing the boots in an attempt to rid Irulon of any reason to burn them. As she cleaned, she thought. There were still a few hours left until Irulon’s time limit was done with, but she couldn’t see the princess dying due to any internal bleeding or other complication from her injuries. If anything, Tess would be the one to die. But Irulon didn’t seem to be too worried. Hopefully that was because Tess wouldn’t be dying and not simply because Irulon didn’t care.

Her next biggest concern was Oxart and the fairy. Oxart was, in all likelihood, getting further and further away from the palace while Alyssa stayed in one spot. Ugh. If she had just used a Spectral Chains on her before running off to Irulon… the fairy might have done something drastic. If only she had listened to Tzheitza and Oz about fairies. Then again, they also complained about Kasita at every opportunity. Alyssa was almost certain that Tzheitza was wrong about mimics. Or, at least the one mimic. Of course, she could have listened to Oz and his friends. Oz hadn’t tried to murder Kasita, but he and his friends hadn’t hesitated upon seeing the fairy. That right there should have told her more than enough.

Unless something changed and her susceptibility to the fairy’s compulsions increased, all Alyssa had to do was get close to Oxart, use Spectral Chains, then… kill the fairy. Did she need to be the one to do it? Not necessarily. Brakkt, if he was alive, could withstand the mental effects of a fairy. Presumably, others were able as well—the guild surely wouldn’t send Oz and company out to a fairy commune without some way to protect themselves; their worry about Alyssa’s fairy could be simply that they hadn’t had time to prepare. But she couldn’t be certain that anyone else would do it. Again, if he was still alive, Brakkt hadn’t even come down to help out his sister. Would he run off to save some lowly captain of the guard? Alyssa honestly wasn’t sure. But Oz was already heading in that direction. To the very same commune that the fairy was likely headed toward. The real trick would be convincing him that she should be allowed to go on his quest.

It probably would have been easier had she not walked in with a fairy sitting in her satchel. He had wanted her to come with him prior to that. Parading around a fairy was just a dubious display of poor judgment, made all the worse because Oxart had succumbed to exactly what he had been worried about. Alyssa might have earned a little respect for coming out of her fight with Lumen without injury despite having literal laser beams fired in her direction, but that was a pretty big might.

And then there was still the problem of Irulon’s countdown timer. She couldn’t just leave the princess. But if she waited for another quarter of the day, who knew what might happen to Oxart. Maybe… “Hey Irulon. Do you ever want to get out of the city? Maybe go on a little vacation to the northern desert and rescue a certain guard captain while maybe destroying a Society of the Burning Shadow cell that seems to be recruiting from a fairy commune.” Shaking the water from her hands, Alyssa turned back to face the princess.

Only for her breath to catch in her throat.

The princess wasn’t alone. Darth Vader had walked in. He was wearing ten tons of armor! How had she not heard him clanking along the stone floor? She couldn’t see his eyes behind his helmet, but he was definitely staring at her. Feeling her face flush, Alyssa slipped around and tried to hide behind the basin of water. Which made Irulon look over and scoff.

“What are you doing, Alyssa?”

“What am I doing? What is he doing here?”

Irulon looked back to her brother, craning her neck back to look the imposing figure in the face. Or the helmet, as the case was. “Ah. She thought you were dead. I told her you weren’t, but apparently your appearance is a shock to her anyway.”

“Dead?”

“Some heretic told her so.”

“Hum…” The Black Prince’s voice rumbled through his helmet. “The Fourth was meeting me in my chambers and perished during the attack. It is likely that he was mistaken for me.”

“The Fourth is dead?”

“And the Fifth. The Third is injured, but not badly enough to put his life in jeopardy.”

“Hm.” Irulon put a hand to her chin as she looked down and away from Brakkt.

Alyssa opened her mouth, only to stop. She didn’t know what to say. Back home, she only had one brother and he was still alive. Both her parents were still alive. Even her grandparents were still alive. Sure, she hadn’t seen them in a month thanks to a stupid angel, but she knew that they were alive. The reverse wasn’t true, but hopefully they wouldn’t be too shocked when she returned. It wasn’t like she hadn’t known people who had died. But no one… close.

She didn’t know what to say.

And she couldn’t say much of anything while hiding behind this basin. Alyssa glanced around, looking for anything that might help with that particular situation. There! On one of the tables. Clothes that looked like they once belonged to one of the corpses that littered Irulon’s laboratory. It was a shirt that might be found on a random person down Waters Street. Fairly rough and a bit torn at the edges. Definitely nothing that a princess would be caught dead wearing. It wasn’t currently on one of the corpses, which was a bonus, and the shirt wasn’t bloody or otherwise stained with bodily fluids. Hopefully there wouldn’t be fleas. To get to it, Alyssa had to leave her hiding spot. But only for a few moments. It was something like a cross between a tunic and a bath robe. Alyssa slipped into it and held it closed. Looking down at herself, she found it just long enough to reach her hips. Not long enough at all. Ugh. Was burning her clothes really necessary? Surely they could be washed as well.

Alyssa did admit that she needed a more local wardrobe. It had been on her list for a while now. But to be forced into getting new clothes like this… Ugh.

Holding the tunic closed, pulling it down as far as it would go to try to cover up, Alyssa approached the two others. And Tess, but Tess was still unconscious and, therefore, did not count. Irulon still had a hand on her chin. Was she… “Are you alright?” Alyssa considered putting a hand on Irulon’s shoulder, but refrained, unsure that Irulon would appreciate the gesture.

“Alright? I’m fine. I was just trying to decide…” She trailed off, looking up to her older brother. “Does this make me the Fifth? Or am I still the Seventh?”

“Th—That’s what you’re worried over?”

Irulon looked over to Alyssa and nodded her head. “You’re right. It doesn’t matter. I have no interest in the throne. So long as I’m not asked to move up to one of the higher floors, I don’t care in the slightest.”

“You don’t… but they’re your brothers.”

“Half-brothers. I’ve heard that the Fourth was nice, but I just told you that I have far better memory than most humans and I cannot recall ever holding a conversation with him. As for the Fifth,” Irulon scoffed and looked over to Brakkt. “How many times has he tried to kill you?”

Brakkt didn’t answer save for a low grunt from inside his armor. With his helmet in the way, it was impossible to tell even his expression. His body language didn’t give anything away. He had hardly moved since Alyssa first laid her eyes on him. The only motion he made was a slight move of his arm toward the sword at his hip. It wasn’t glowing currently, but it was definitely the same sword he had wielded the night of the troll attack.

“The only reason he never tried to kill me is because he wasn’t worried about any siblings numbered higher than him. We weren’t a threat to his possible ascension to the throne. Of course, now we all have to worry about Octavia,” Irulon spat with a glare to the broken rack that had held the self-proclaimed assassin. “I can only hope that the Taker kills her.”

The Black Prince reached up and put both gauntlets on either side of his helmet. He lifted it off with ease, moving to hold it under his arm. “Something I should know?”

Alyssa felt a bit of embarrassment creep into her cheeks, remembering her earlier state of undress. He was rather handsome, if she had to give an opinion. Most people she had seen in this world had fairly disgusting hair. If their hair had any length to it, it would be greasy at the very best. The worst of the worst dreadlocks on the opposite end of the scale. His was short on the sides and slightly longer on top. Somewhat sweaty and matted down, but he had just been wearing a helmet. A cleanly shaved goatee wrapped around his mouth. Like Irulon, he had violet eyes.

And Irulon, apparently not noticing that Alyssa had started scowling at the rags she was wearing, shrugged. “Octavia seems to have thrown her lot in with Waters Street. And the gang has apparently thrown their lot in with the Society of the Burning Shadow.” Irulon thumbed a finger over her shoulder. “She found a bunch of heretics in the basement of the Waterhole along with another fairy.”

“I assumed as much from the presence of shadow assassins. This fairy situation is getting out of hand. I hired the guild to take a look, but I don’t believe they have left yet.”

Alyssa shook her head, mentally slapping her cheeks. “They haven’t,” she said. Both of the royals turned to face her, making her flush again. Focusing on Irulon, she continued. “Oz was the one who accepted the job. He and a few of his friends were meeting tonight, planning on leaving in the morning. Oz kept trying to get me to go with him for more firepower, but I kept declining, not wanting to go kill a bunch of innocent fairies.”

Both of them scoffed.

“Yeah,” Alyssa said, rubbing the back of her head. “I’m thinking I might have been at least partially wrong about that. In my defense, no one mentioned that they were cannibals who kidnap people with their mind powers.”

“Most fortuitous,” Irulon said. “Let us return your pet back to normal then go find this guild party.”

“You’re going with them?”

“This was a direct attack on my person. I may be hiding it, but I am livid. They almost killed me. If not for you…” Her voice trailed off. “Thank you. By the way. I really cannot overstate my appreciation. I said this already, but I knew you would be useful. I always like being right.”

“If you really want to show your appreciation, maybe consider paying Tzheitza back for the potion. I’d rather not have her overly upset with me about stealing that from her.”

“I’ll see what I can do. In any case,” she said, turning back to Brakkt. “My impression of this Oz is relatively low. I will not suffer another attack such as this one, so I will be leaving the palace for a short expedition.”

“Be careful. I cannot go with you. Not without leaving the First undefended. Considering that all of our prisoners have escaped, to do so would be most unwise.”

“I wouldn’t have expected that of you. However, I want your draken.”

As soon as the word left Irulon’s mouth, Brakkt’s impassive facade cracked. Just a little. He sucked in a slight breath, grimacing.

“Oh don’t be such a baby. I won’t harm them. I promise! What was the name of the cute little one? Musca? That one and Izsha.”

“Sister…”

“I already said that I won’t hurt them.” Irulon pouted. An expression that didn’t fit on her face in the slightest. “Can’t you do this one little thing for your favorite little princess?”

Brakkt drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “If even one scale is scratched…”

“Excellent,” Irulon said, face snapping back to normal so fast that Alyssa had to wonder if the rock on the table was still Kasita or not. “I knew you were my favorite brother. Never fear, I will return them safe and sound.” Spinning on her heel, she faced fully toward Alyssa. “Now, about—Oh, I see you’ve already found clothing. Good. Now I—”

“Absolutely not. You promised me real clothing. And if we really are going to head out in the desert to potentially fight, I’m going to want something more armored.” Alyssa eyed Brakkt before quickly turning away. “Maybe not that armored.” Who knew how much his gear weighed. She was strong, but she would probably be dead in ten minutes trying to carry all that around. Especially through a desert.

“Fine. Fine. Mimic first. Gear next. Mercenaries after.”
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                As it turned out, Irulon had more than just fancy dresses and elegant clothes in her wardrobe. She had plenty of articles seemingly designed for nothing more than showing off her opulence. Things that looked as if they had actual gold woven into the threads. Even combining the coins she had stolen from Svotty with every penny she had earned over her entire life back on Earth, she was quite certain that she wasn’t rich enough to be in the same room as even one of the more elegant dresses.

Irulon didn’t seem to care for their cost in the slightest as she tossed them to the floor in search of something more suitable to traveling and adventuring. Something that she eventually found.

“Dragon hide,” she said, holding out a pair of… they looked almost like men’s suits. Maybe more like tailcoats with tails in the front as well as the back. A series of buckles ran up the front to hold the two halves closed and a short collar protected the throat. “Made from the same dragon you likely saw while observing my… our souls. Nearly impenetrable, resists magic, and breathes like the finest linens. I had several articles of clothing made from the dragon. Boots, gloves, tunics. My brother has some, but these are mine to lend freely.”

Irulon tossed one of the suits to Alyssa before stripping out of her robe to don the other one. Alyssa stared down at it. The blackish-green scales flexed under her fingers, moving with far less resilience than she had expected for something supposedly impenetrable. She had expected something more like plates of steel than… whatever this was. How flexible were normal scales? Such as snake or alligator scales. She had held a snake before—her elementary school had kept a huge terrarium with a gigantic reticulated python. But that had been a long time ago.

“So,” Alyssa said as she double-checked that there weren’t any older brothers marching into the room. “You killed a dragon, shoved its soul into your head, and turned the rest of it into clothes?”

“No, yes if you are overly simplifying, and no. Killing a dragon? Don’t make me laugh. My brother found it dying of some disease. He has a… fascination with scaled creatures. Knowing of my skill with Death magic, he asked if it would be possible to save it. The answer to that question was sort of,” she said, tapping the side of her head. “As for turning the rest of it into clothes, of course not. Only the scales. Most of it went to a variety of potion laboratories around. Though I did consume some of the meat.”

Alyssa’s head snapped up. “You ate it? What did it think about that?”

“I was curious. I had never had dragon steak before,” Irulon said, shrugging on her own dragon suit. “It was an interesting flavor. A little bit sweet for meat, but not bad. As for the dragon, it didn’t think much of anything. It observes the world only when I allow it to. Thinking about culinary subjects, however, has me curious as to what fascinating dishes the… people on your world have created.”

Other than a mild groan, Alyssa didn’t bother protesting Irulon’s insinuations. Maybe one day, the princess would discover something that convinced her that they were both humans. Until then, there wasn’t much point in arguing. It was clear that words weren’t going to work. Instead, she focused on the dragon hide suit. “I might have a melted candy bar in my bag if you remind me later. But… this is a bit tight, isn’t it?”

“You are larger than I am. And I had this made when I was younger. I designed it with growth in mind, but not your growth. You look fine though.”

The buckles had a slight ability to adjust built in. Loosening it enough to fit into made a slight gap from her neck all the way down to her stomach. She could tighten it to be closed entirely, but she could hardly breathe with it like that. The breeches were made from scales as well and actually fit well on her, though they looked a little loose on Irulon. By design, not because the princess was too small to fit into them. “Is there any thin strip of armor that I can attach to this?” It was one thing to wander around completely naked. Showing off a little cleavage didn’t bother her at all. What did bother her was the thought that someone like the Taker might try to skewer her with a blade. The dragon hide might protect most of her, but a weapon could easily slip and pierce her unprotected sternum.

“You should never allow someone close enough to you to strike,” Irulon said as if she were a mind reader. “You are strong, but you aren’t trained in fighting. Use spells to kill enemies from afar. Besides, if someone gets near enough to you that you have to worry over blades piercing the gap in your chest, your head is a far more enticing target.”

That was both a good point and not reassuring in the slightest. A throwing knife would work far better on her head than on her sternum. “I don’t suppose you have helmets for us?”

“No,” Irulon said, slipping on scale gloves that went all the way up to her elbows and a pair of matching boots. She hadn’t offered either to Alyssa. Given Alyssa’s protest about her boots being incinerated, she probably wouldn’t offer anything more. “Even made from dragon scales, headgear wouldn’t provide sufficient protection. You would need a full helmet like what my brother wears.” Picking up a rucksack she had prepared earlier, Irulon stood. “Speaking of my brother, we should go meet with him before he changes his mind about the draken.”

Standing there in her sleek, dark dragon hide armor, Irulon cut quite the imposing presence. Gone were all the bright gold and purple colors. Her hair, a dark brown normally left long and flowing, was pulled back into a tight ponytail. Even her face had changed. She had applied some sort of eyeshadow that blackened the skin around her eyes. It obscured some of her tattoos, but only served to make her eyes look more dangerous. She looked like a super hero… or maybe a super villain.

In contrast, despite wearing an identical outfit with the same makeup around her eyes, Alyssa didn’t feel like she was pulling the look off at all. She felt awkward and gangling. The clothes didn’t fit quite right and the makeup around her eyes did something that made everything look a shade darker. Apparently it was supposed to help protect from the sun in the desert, but Alyssa had sunglasses back at Tzheitza’s potion shop if she really needed.

Which, if she was going to travel through a desert, she did need. Alyssa made a mental note to pack up everything that might possibly come in useful before leaving the city.

“Are you ready to leave?”

Alyssa sighed, gabbing her satchel. “I suppose.”

The second they made it out of Irulon’s bedroom, Alyssa heard a familiar giggle.

“Ufu~ Matching clothes?”

Turning, Alyssa found Kasita standing just to the side of the door. Except she didn’t look or sound like Kasita at the moment. She was wearing Alyssa’s face. Not exactly. It was the sister disguise. Her facial structure, skin tone, hair, nose, and eyes were close enough that the family resemblance would be impossible to miss, but just different enough that other people could tell them apart. And, as she stood there, her clothes sprouted greenish-black dragon scales from neck to foot.

Even the mimic looked better in the clothes than Alyssa did.

“I see your mimic is feeling better. Will it be joining us?”

“She isn’t mine. I don’t own her,” Alyssa said, though her words felt weak. Complaining just didn’t change Irulon’s mind enough to be worth putting effort into what she was saying. “She can decide for herself.”

“I go where Alyssa goes,” Kasita said with a smile.

“Try not to be an inconvenience,” Irulon said before turning and walking to the stairs.

Stairs which, after walking down them for only a minute, brought Alyssa to a part of the palace she had never been to before despite them being the same stairs she had taken up with Oxart and Kasita. She tried hard not to think about the geometry of the building and how lost she would find herself if she ever had to navigate it on her own. It clearly had something magical about it. Luckily, she didn’t have to put much effort into distracting herself.

The rows of sharp teeth in her face did that for her.

Alyssa stumbled back, almost knocking Kasita to the ground. She hadn’t even realized they were entering the stables. There were no guards in the room. None of the dozen draken were chained, leashed, or otherwise contained. Three of them were tearing apart the carcass of some large beast. Exactly what species of beast was no longer possible to determine without modern medical tests on the remains. Even its bones were scattered about the room.

One of the draken was right up in her face. One moment, she had been walking down the stairs. The next, she found herself almost bumping into it. A wave of hot breath washed over her as it exhaled, smelling pungent like a slaughterhouse. Alyssa locked up. She wanted to stumble back, to hide behind Irulon. But its stare froze her in place. Its yellow eye with that slit for a pupil must have had some magic behind it.

“Izsha,” a deep tone rumbled through the room.

The draken turned away from Alyssa, onyx scales glimmering in the light of the potion jars as it moved toward the sole other human in the room. Brakkt. The Black Prince stood just near the carcass, completely unconcerned with the snapping of the sharp teeth all around him. Holding out a hand—a bare hand, devoid of his gauntlets—the draken moved right up to him and… started nuzzling his open palm?

Alyssa shook her head, finally breaking out of her stupor. What had she been afraid of anyway? She hadn’t batted an eye when confronted with a harpy, a bee monster, elves, Kasita, a salamander, or a fairy. And the fairy had been, at the very least… Alyssa didn’t like to use the word evil, but its values clearly conflicted with her own. Seeing the draken walk up to Brakkt the way a cat might to its owner had Alyssa feeling a little silly about being so scared.

Though they did have extremely large mouths with very sharp teeth.

It was easy to see how those kids in the Jurassic Park movies had been so frightened of the raptors. At the same time, if the draken had replaced the raptors, the kids probably would have died rather quickly. There was just an intelligence to the draken’s eyes that hadn’t come across in the movie raptors. Which might have had something to do with the fact that the raptors weren’t real, being puppets or computer generated imagery, but still. If a raptor had to fight a draken, Alyssa had to put her bets on the draken based on appearance alone. The way their scales were lifted into sharp blades protruding from their backs really helped sell the danger factor.

Absorbed in her thoughts about movie monsters, Alyssa barely noticed as Irulon skipped across the room to pause in front of one of the draken. This one with an orange and black stripe pattern on its scales and less of the spikes. That didn’t make it look any less deadly. If anything, it just emphasized its claws and talons, which seemed to be larger than most others relative to its somewhat smaller size.

“Hello, Musca,” Irulon cooed. She reached out toward its face as if to rub its scales… only to jerk her hand back as the draken snapped at her fingers.

And suddenly, all thoughts of these raptors being nothing more than large kitty cats fled from Alyssa’s mind.

Not that Irulon seemed to care, apparently trusting in her own faster-than-lightning instincts to avoid the draken’s faster-than-lightning movements. She giggled an odd sort of giggle that Alyssa hadn’t heard coming from her before. “Oh yes. You are a vicious one, aren’t you. But my mean old brother has you all locked up down here. How would you like to stretch your legs and chase down some real prey?”

Once again, Irulon stretched out her hand. This time, it didn’t try to bite off her hand, allowing her to rub its scales from its nose to the crest on its head. It didn’t lean into her as Izsha did to Brakkt, but a simple glare was a marked improvement over snapping at her.

“Are we going to stand here all day or should we go in too?”

Kasita’s voice made Alyssa jump, but she felt almost relieved to hear it. With Irulon having clearly gone insane, the dozen human-eating-murder-machines lounging about the large room, and Brakkt casually chatting with one of aforementioned murder-machines, a little bit of familiarity was welcome. Though she wasn’t so sure about going further into the room.

“Come on,” Kasita said, taking hold of Alyssa’s hand, which had the added benefit of reassuring the latter girl. At least, it did until Kasita leaned in close for a whisper. “They smell your fear. Act strong.”

“Easy for you to say,” Alyssa hissed back. “You wouldn’t even feel it if they bit your head off.”

“To be fair, I don’t think you would feel much either.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together, glaring at her nearly identical sister. “You know what I mean.”

“Ufufu~” Other than her giggle, she didn’t say anything else, choosing instead to drag Alyssa further into the room. Not that Kasita could have dragged anyone anywhere if they didn’t want to be dragged, but Alyssa allowed it.

Taking a deep breath, Alyssa schooled her features. They smelled fear. She had heard that phrase in reference to several species of Earth animals. None specifically that she could remember off the top of her head. Here, though, she had to take into consideration that magic existed. Especially among monsters. Kasita could have been entirely literal, meaning that the draken truly smelled something from frightened people.

Either way, the cure was simply to not be afraid of them.

Alyssa jumped as one of the larger ones turned away from its meal to eye her. It didn’t do anything else, but the bloody teeth were enough to send shivers up her spine. Soon enough, it turned back to tear off another strip of flesh, but not before snorting in her direction, reminding her of the one she had encountered on the Brechen Overlook. In fact, it might even be the same one. With the darkness, her own panic at the time, its sudden appearance, and the Black Prince’s imposing presence, she hadn’t really gotten a good look. At the time, she had thought it was laughing at her. Maybe it still was.

What is wrong with me? She hadn’t been this afraid of charging into a palace filled with invisible monsters waiting in the shadows for her to walk by. Of course, they had been invisible. That, paradoxically, made them less scary than the creatures that she could see gnashing their nasty sharp pointy teeth. The few times when she had been shooting at shadow assassins, she had been far too concerned with shooting and surviving to be scared. Adrenaline probably played a large part in that as well.

Avoiding Irulon and her now more docile draken, Alyssa edged toward Brakkt. They were his pets according to Oz, so he probably wouldn’t let them eat her. Though she probably shouldn’t say that aloud. It would be hypocritical considering how much she complained about Irulon saying the same thing about Kasita. He was in the middle of tightening saddle belts around Izsha’s middle.

A saddle.

Alyssa’s stomach dropped into a pit. A saddle. Of course. Brakkt used the draken as mounts. Irulon clearly wanted them for that reason—she was already putting a smaller saddle on Musca’s back. Some part of Alyssa knew that before coming down here, but seeing that saddle in person… Alyssa opened her mouth, about to ask if she could ride a horse instead, only to snap her mouth shut. Would the draken take offense at being passed over for a horse? They were intelligent, or at least, Oz had claimed that the primary difference between monsters and animals was intelligence. If Alyssa were in their place, she would probably prefer not to be used as a mule. At the same time, the snappy Musca had turned almost friendly the moment Irulon mentioned taking her out for a walk.

“Are you alright?” Kasita whispered.

Alyssa blinked, staring at her almost mirror. “What am I even doing?”

It was a rhetorical question, but one that warranted consideration nonetheless. What the hell am I doing? Oxart. And the fairies. Alyssa felt bad about Oxart, especially her role in what happened, but now what was she doing, running off to save her? To stop a warring nation from using monsters as shock troopers and assassins? That was insane. Alyssa was just a normal girl from a normal town in a normal country on a normal world. The only reason she had survived this sanitarium was thanks to a combination of guns and befriending several relatively powerful people. She had fought against monsters, secret societies, gangs, assassins, and who knew what else. And here she was, charging off to go fight more?

It seemed so long ago that she had arrived in this world in the first place. She had been a little scared and a little confused, walking into Lazhar and Yzhemal’s village. But, in retrospect, it had been somewhat fun. Of course, that had been back when she thought she would be getting home in a reasonable amount of time. It had been a month now—though it felt much longer—and she really hadn’t made any progress at all in getting home, mostly because of problems like this that kept popping up. Maybe that wasn’t entirely true. Irulon could easily be her best bet for actually getting back to Earth given her research’s goal of proving the existence of alternate worlds. It really wasn’t thanks to any action Alyssa had taken, but when thought about like that, she might be closer to one of her goals than she had thought before.

Of course, at the moment, Irulon was about to run off on an adventure too.

Couldn’t they just ask the guild to do it for them? Wasn’t that their job? Their whole purpose for existing as an organization?

“What about your research?” Alyssa asked, turning away from Kasita to face Irulon.

The princess had just finished tightening the belts on her own saddle when she looked over. “You are being vague again.”

“I mean, the other day, you—” threw a fit “—didn’t want to check up on Kasita yourself because it would interrupt your research. Now we’re running off to the desert?”

“In retrospect, your momentary interruption scarcely seems worth the effort of denying. These fairies and their masters almost killed me, which would have put a rather large damper on my research in a far more permanent fashion. I am not going to let that stand.” Her smile shifted. Not quite genuine, but it wasn’t vicious either. She had so many smiles that it was tough to keep track of them all. “Besides, you are coming with me. There will be plenty of time for research on the way,” she said, patting the rucksack she had attached to her saddle. “I am not leaving completely empty handed.”

Alyssa slumped. So much for convincing her to let Oz handle it.

“I have prepared supplies for you as well, sister.” The Black Prince stepped around Izsha, whose saddle had a rather bulky bag attached to it, carrying a similar leather bag. “Provisions that, if rationed properly, should last you three weeks.”

“Three weeks?” Alyssa blurted out. “We’re going to be gone for three weeks?”

“Always carry more than you need,” he said, looking over his shoulder for a moment before attaching the bag to Musca’s saddle. “Preliminary scrying estimates the fairy commune to be only a few days away. Less if you’re riding at full speed. I trust you’ve read the interrogation reports, Seventh?”

“Of course I have, Second,” she said with a small sneer. “I know where we’re going. And, unless I am about to be extremely disappointed in the mercenaries who have accepted your job, we will be joining up with several others who should all have read the report as well.”

Brakkt just sighed, watching as Irulon slipped a boot into a low-hanging hoop hanging off the side of Musca’s saddle. She swung a leg up and over, coming to rest right in the seat.

“Make sure the draken stay safe, sister. And… do try to come back alive. I have enough bodies to explain to father as it is.”

“You have nothing to worry about. I’ll not be caught unprepared by a gaunt of all things again.” Without a motion from Irulon, Musca started toward the large stable doors. Though she paused when she reached Alyssa. “You are coming,” she said in a voice that allowed for no arguments. “Don’t worry, Izsha won’t hurt you.”

Alyssa turned to the onyx draken, meeting one of its yellow eyes as it stared at her. Her gaze shifted to the saddle. She wasn’t worried about it eating her. Well, not at this particular moment. Having just watched Irulon get into the saddle, she had a relatively good idea how to do it. She put her foot in the hoop, swung her leg over, and just about fell off the opposite side. A firm hand clasped around her shoulder, steadying her on the back of Izsha before letting go. “Thanks,” she said, looking at Brakkt.

He looked back, raising one eyebrow before turning to Irulon. “Is this a good idea?”

“I asked for Izsha for a reason, being well aware of Alyssa’s ignorance to contemporary matters.”

Trying not to roll her eyes, Alyssa glanced around, ready to offer Kasita a hand with getting on Izsha’s back. But the mimic was nowhere to be seen. She didn’t have a chance to call out for her.

The draken shook back and forth. The saddle was tight on its back, but Alyssa was not. Despite Brakkt not reaching out to help steady her, she didn’t fall. Izsha stepped to the side and caught Alyssa properly. Rather than try to toss her out, it was more like she was now seated firmly in the saddle. Had that been intentional? Probably. “Uh… thanks?”

“Good. Keep Tess safe while I’m gone, brother, and I’ll ensure your lizards get back to you. Hold on Alyssa.” Musca turned to the doorway, took two steps, coiled her muscles, and leaped out.

“Hold on?” She looked down at the spiked neck of Izsha. There were no reins or handles. “Hold on to what?”

No one answered before Izsha turned to the open door and jumped.
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                Alyssa had never ridden a horse before. She hadn’t ridden a motorcycle. It went without saying that she had never ridden a draken before either. The closest thing she could think of that she had ridden was a bicycle, and that wasn’t close at all. For one, the draken were a lot faster. She imagined it would be like if she rode down a steep hill on her bike—her hometown having been relatively flat, she had never actually tried such a thing. But a bike at least had handles.

Draken did not. They had raised razor sharp scales, none of which were in much of a position for holding on to. Worse, the draken moved on their own. At least with a bike, Alyssa knew that she was in full control. Alyssa had only a moment of warning about the sharp turn she would soon be taking thanks to Irulon and Musca taking that same turn just ahead of her. She clamped her hands on the sides of Izsha’s neck where the scales were flattest and leaned forward. Not too much forward. She didn’t want to wind up a pincushion for the scales on Izsha’s back. Izsha’s sides were significantly less prickly. It wasn’t the best grip, but it was a grip.

Pinching her eyes shut, she held on as tight as she dared, trying to not fall from the turn.

Her efforts were for naught. As soon as the turn started, she felt herself being thrown to the side. Like a roller coaster without a harness. But Izsha shifted part of the way into the turn, catching her, only to slow down a moment after.

As the turn down the new street completed, Alyssa opened her eyes momentarily. “Thank—” Alyssa’s eyes widened, realizing what the slight slowdown meant.

Izsha sprung forward, flying straight over Irulon. Alyssa felt herself falling backward. Having learned from the three other times this had happened, she squeezed her legs around the draken’s body as much as she could, barely holding herself in place. As soon as Izsha’s claws touched the ground again, it powered off, sprinting even faster than before. Amazingly enough, there was hardly a bump when transitioning from the air to the ground. It was the one good thing about draken; the raptors were smooth.

At least in motions, if not in body contours.

“It’s not a race,” Alyssa hissed as soon as she managed to find her voice. Despite how smooth the monster was, she kept her mouth mostly closed while talking, not wanting to bite off her own tongue. “Do you even know where we are going?”

Using its long neck, Izsha turned its head just enough for one yellow eye to look at Alyssa. It was only for a moment, but that look was enough.

“Left two streets down,” Alyssa said with a sigh. Or as much of a sigh as she could muster while moving at probably forty miles an hour. “Then an immediate right until you reach the shop with the big glass windows.”

Before Alyssa had even finished speaking, the draken leaped again. Slightly more ready for it, Alyssa didn’t feel like she would be falling off right away. That didn’t help the sudden feeling of her stomach dropping out from under her again. Izsha took the turn far sharper than it had the previous one, even placing one of its talons up on the wall of the corner building, using it as a springboard.

Alyssa pinched her eyes shut, hoping that, if she did get brained on some protruding brick, it would at least be quick. Also hoping that Tenebrael wouldn’t be able to eat her soul because she didn’t have one. A topic which Alyssa still didn’t know what to think about. Or rather, she had been deliberately trying to avoid thinking about her soul. There really wasn’t a point anyway. It wasn’t like knowing one way or another would suddenly change anything.

The rush of wind blowing Alyssa’s hair back slowed to a stop. Opening her eyes just enough to find out what was in front of her, she found herself staring at a reflection of herself riding the draken. A ruined reflection. The glass was broken, cut clean in two. It looked like someone had tried to clean up the mess the broken carboys had made, but it was a halfhearted effort. Tzheitza’s shop was dark inside, though there was light leaking from the slightly ajar backroom door. The familiar and unmoving sight made Alyssa sigh in relief. She immediately looked about in an attempt to figure out how to get off Izsha without breaking a leg, only to hesitate as she realized something.

“Where’s Irulon?” Izsha was the only draken in the area. There were still just over four hours left on the timer. While everything seemed well with Irulon, something could change easily in the time that remained. “Where’s Irulon?” she said again, turning in the saddle to try to see around her. Izsha helpfully complied, turning in the street just in time for Irulon to pop out from between two buildings, riding on the back of Musca.

The princess had a smile on, her fake smile that she wore around the Observatorium. From the spell tome chained to her hip, she retrieved one spell and pulled it out. The distance was too far to hear what the spell was, but the card vanished. A moment after, Irulon spoke with an unnatural volume. “This is the seventh princess, Irulon. Please don’t be alarmed and return to your routines, there is nothing worth noting occurring today.”

Alyssa glanced around again, startled. There were people about. Not many, but every single one of them was staring either at her or at the princess. And they didn’t look particularly happy either.

That’s right, I forgot.

The general public really did not like the draken. When Brakkt had been marching through the streets the night of the troll attack, the people had been far more upset with the draken in their city than whatever had mobilized the army. Would they try to attack? With the speed the draken could move at, she doubted that any human would be able to catch up to them if they ran for it. Especially because she doubted that what she had seen so far was their top sprinting speed. However, she had been just about ready to jump off and run inside the shop, leaving the draken out in the open streets. What would the draken do if attacked while left alone?

Probably cause a lot of problems.

Irulon and Musca moved forward in a prideful strut, Irulon wearing her smiling mask. She waved a hand like the Queen of England at the people who were still staring despite her proclamation. Though that smile slipped as she neared Alyssa. Her eyes flicked black momentarily before returning to their usual violet.

“Your heart rate is elevated and you’re sweating.”

Alyssa closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and stared at Irulon. “First of all, don’t leave my sight for at least half a day.”

“Ah yes, your trinket,” Irulon said, coming up closer. Musca snapped at Izsha, which the latter moved to avoid before returning a small gnashing of its teeth. The whole motion almost sent Alyssa to the ground, but Irulon continued speaking without even noticing. “I still wish to investigate it and its abilities, but that can wait for us to be in transit. We will have plenty of time to speak then.”

Ugh. Alyssa didn’t believe that for a minute. If the short journey from the palace to Tzheitza’s shop had been any indication, she would be far too busy holding on to talk. Not to mention the fear of biting off her own tongue.

Apparently reading her mind, Irulon gave what she likely thought was a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. Draken won’t be able to maintain that pace for extended periods of time.”

Alyssa just shook her head. “Secondly, are we in danger?” She gave a vague gesture to the nearest of the groups of people. An old man standing with someone who was likely his son, just staring with an angry look on their faces. The man looked to be missing a hand from the wrist down. A victim of a monster attack? That would explain why he looked angrier than anyone else around.

Irulon smiled and waved at the two, an action that had them scurrying inside what might have been their home. Turning to Alyssa, her smile turned to a frown. “They can’t hurt us. Even without using magic, I am certain that I am more than a force to be reckoned with for any human on this street. Civilians. None of them are trained in anything dangerous.”

“What happens when we go inside? The draken can’t follow through the door. Are they going to be alright out here?” Are the humans going to be alright with the draken out here?

“Everyone in the city knows that the draken are pets belonging to my brother,” Irulon said with clear sarcastic emphasis on them being pets. “If anyone tries anything, well, you’ll just get an early lunch, won’t you?” She rubbed a hand down Musca’s neck, apparently to the pleasure of the monster.

Not quite sure if Irulon was being serious or not, Alyssa pressed her lips together. “Why don’t we take them around back near the storage room door. At least they’ll be mostly out of sight.”

“I suppose it would be wise to avoid an incident that might delay us,” Irulon said in a matter of fact tone of voice. Swinging a leg over the side of Musca, she dismounted with all the grace of an Olympic gymnast and started walking to the back with the draken in tow.

Alyssa looked down. Despite Izsha not moving in the slightest, she felt her stomach drop yet again. All of a sudden, she felt like she was a lot higher off the ground than a few feet. Just how had Irulon gotten to the ground? She had swung her right leg over, then—

Left foot still in the stirrup, sliding down didn’t work so well. Alyssa let out a slight yelp as her back hit the ground. Groaning, she quickly became aware of intermittent blasts of hot breath hitting her in the face. Falling hadn’t hurt as much as it should have. There must have been some hidden padding in the thin clothing. But Izsha laughing at her? That was laughing, right? Not some sniffing to decide how tasty she might be. No. It was laughter. It had to be.

“It’s not funny,” Alyssa said, carefully pushing Izsha’s head away. “I could have broken my foot.” Keeping her hands away from those sharp teeth while doing so wasn’t easy, but the draken didn’t bite or even snap at her fingers the way Musca had done to Irulon. Why the princess wanted such a poorly tempered monster for a mount was anyone’s guess. Though she had also wanted the gaunt for a pet and had a dragon crammed into her head, so perhaps she just liked that sort of thing. And that wasn’t even taking into consideration her undead toys.

Kicking her foot out of the stirrup, glad it hadn’t snapped clean in two, Alyssa got to her feet and brushed herself off. Most of the dust and dirt didn’t even try sticking to the scales, but just enough did that it looked as if someone had speckled paint all over the black clothes. She hadn’t even left the city yet and she was already making a mess of things. Yet another reason that she really shouldn’t be running off.

Speaking of running off… Alyssa just realized that Irulon had, once again, disappeared from view. These next few hours were going to be an absolute nightmare if Irulon kept doing that. Before she could head around the building to follow, Irulon popped back around the front. The princess’ eyes flicked up and down Alyssa’s body, not even needing to turn black and white to tell what happened. But aside from a small smirk, she didn’t say anything about it.

“Musca found a rat to torture. Make sure she doesn’t run too far away, okay Izsha?”

The draken gave a surprisingly recognizable nod of its head before sauntering off to join its… sister? Brother? Fellow monster.

As soon as Izsha disappeared around the corner, Alyssa looked to Irulon. “I’ve never ridden a draken. Or a horse.”

Irulon didn’t even look back as she opened up the potion shop door. “I didn’t say anything at all.”

The moment they stepped into the shop, the back door flung open. Alyssa found herself struck with a strange sensation of déjà vu as Oz appeared in the door frame. Several expressions crossed his face in the span of only a few seconds. First, a mild excitement or maybe anticipation. He quickly narrowed his eyes upon seeing Alyssa, clearly not having wanted to see her at the moment. As soon as he caught sight of Irulon, those narrowed eyes went wide with shock.

“P-Princess?” he stuttered, looking like he was ready to throw himself to his knees. Perhaps remembering what had happened last time stalled him, because he managed to remain standing long enough for his companions to wander into view.

Déjà vu again.

“Oh. It’s the fairy girl.” Lumen popped into view with cards floating around her raised hand. She had already replaced the ones destroyed by the fireball. Or maybe she had just pulled more out of her own deck of cards. Whatever the case, Alyssa eyed them warily.

“No fairy this time,” Alyssa said as fast as she could, opening the satchel wide to show off the contents. “Please don’t try to laser me again.”

“Laser?”

“Your spells… they look similar to spells we had back at home.”

“Hmph. Well. I reserve the right to destroy anything I perceive as a threat.”

And anything in the way, Alyssa thought with as neutral a look as she could manage, but she did not actually voice her complaint. The way Lumen hadn’t cared in the slightest about taking off her legs in her attempt to get to the fairy definitely left a sour taste behind. Maybe she had tried a little given how Alyssa had managed to avoid lasers, but it hadn’t been nearly satisfactory enough to the one whose legs had been in jeopardy.

Oz, apparently recovering from his shock at seeing Irulon, looked to Alyssa. “So what happened to it?”

“Well… it might have… mind controlled a captain of the guard and run off.”

“What was that? You were getting a bit quiet toward the end.”

“You were right, alright? I should have just crushed that little traitor’s head when I had the chance.” That might have been a bit much, but ugh. It hadn’t bothered her quite so much at the time, probably because of her worry over Irulon’s condition. Now that she was face to face with Oz and having to admit that he had been right about the fairy… Alyssa clenched her fists. It stung. Aside from a delay, and apparently a meal, the little monster would have been getting everything she had wanted from her deal with Alyssa.

The big issue came down to trust. Alyssa had trusted the fairy. The reverse had not been true. But even looking back, Alyssa hadn’t a clue how she could have changed her actions to have earned the fairy’s trust. One of the last few words the fairy had spoken to her had been about how she would never trust something that she couldn’t control. So perhaps Alyssa had been destined to fail from the beginning.

Oz’s hard face softened a little, glancing to the side with a small sigh. “Well, try not to worry yourself too much. Now you know not to get too close to a fairy. At least you escaped from its grasp.”

“I wasn’t being contr—”

“Maybe now you’ll listen to me about that mimic too and get rid of it before something unpleasant happens.”

“I’m not ‘getting rid’ of Kasita. I don’t even know where she is.” Which, while technically true, was somewhat misleading. Since Kasita had disappeared right after Alyssa had mounted Izsha, Alyssa assumed that Kasita was somewhere on her. Until Kasita showed herself, however, she could just as easily have stayed behind with Brakkt for some reason.

“Don’t blame me when you… get… Are… Are you wearing dragon hide?” Jaw going slack, he glanced over to Irulon. After gaping at her for a moment, he leaned over to Lumen. “Talk about friends in high places.”

The arcanist slammed her elbow into his stomach, for which Irulon nodded her head. “Thank you, Lumen.”

“Princess,” Lumen greeted with a far more respectful almost bow. “It is… good to see you again.”

They know each other? After getting over her reflexive surprise, Alyssa decided that them knowing each other made sense. Lumen didn’t look that old. Maybe aged somewhere between Irulon, who Alyssa pegged around eighteen to twenty, and Alyssa. So they probably knew each other from the Observatorium and, with their close ages, they might have even talked once. Probably not more than once given Irulon’s treatment of her peers, but that once was enough.

“If I may ask,” Lumen said, looking to Irulon, “what are you doing here? And with… She’s some kind of monster, you know. She cast several spells at once without speaking a word.”

“I’m not a… ugh. You people. All of you. Just… ugh.”

Irulon spoke with far more decorum than Alyssa had managed. “I am aware of what she is. Both she and her mimic,” she paused with a look to Oz, “saved my life last night.”

“Don’t say it like that,” Alyssa snapped. “You’ll cause misunderstandings. I am human.”

“Regardless,” Irulon said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “You are the team who accepted my brother’s guild request to investigate the fairy commune used in attacks against Lyria?”

Lumen and Oz glanced at each other before Oz turned back to Irulon, nodding his head slowly. “Yeah. That’s us. Well, us and Catal. He stepped out for a moment. Something wrong?”

“A fairy entered the city last night.” Both sets of eyes turned to Alyssa as Irulon spoke. “Brought in by the Society of the Burning Shadow, I’m sure you’ve heard of them. What you may not be aware of is the attack on the palace last night. Naturally, the royal family cannot allow an attack against us to go unpunished. As such, I will be attaching myself to your party to ensure completion of this quest.”

“Uh. I don’t mean to be rude—”

“You will still be receiving full pay. The details of your mission have not changed. I will not need protection as I am more than capable of defending myself—” except from a gaunt, Alyssa mentally interjected “—and Alyssa will be handling my defense for anything else.”

Alyssa snapped her head over to the side. “I’ll be what?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Irulon said as an aside. “Are you all prepared to depart?”

“Our gear is packed and our horses are ready at the stables. We were just waiting on Catal to return.”

“You were looking for Tzheitza when I was here a few hours ago,” Alyssa said. “Did she ever show up?”

“Hearing that there could be plague on the loose, Catal went back to the guild hall to let some people know.”

Irulon looked between Alyssa and Oz. “Plague?”

“Next to Madame Webb’s shop. The building adjacent to the shop had a metal grate boarding it up, though it was broken. I didn’t know what it was at the time, but Tzheitza ran off after I mentioned it to her. It’s been almost a full day since then. I hope she’s alright.”

And, Alyssa realized, nearly a full day since I last slept. All the excitement and adrenaline had been keeping her going. Now that she was calmly standing about, she could feel that ache in the back of her mind. Would she be traveling all day long? Longer? Staying awake for twenty-four hours wasn’t that big a deal—in fact, she was almost used to it. She could probably continue as she was for another hour or two. But longer than that? Soon enough, her coordination would take a sharp dive. Her speech would slur worse than if she was drunk. That was assuming she didn’t simply collapse.

“I have some things to pack in my room before we leave,” Alyssa said. A little quieter, she added to Irulon, “And, if possible, I wouldn’t mind a brief rest before we head out.”

Irulon looked her over, from foot to the top of her head. After a moment, she nodded. “We won’t be traveling all day. The desert gets too hot while the sun is out. You can last for another four to six hours.”

“Maybe. But as long as we’re waiting, I wouldn’t mind closing my eyes.”

“It is easier to remain awake than it is to wake from an interrupted sleep.”

The princess might have the right of it there. Power naps were nice, but they typically happened between regular sleep cycles. If she tried to nap now, waking up would leave her with a nasty headache and likely quite groggy. “Point conceded. I still need to grab the rest of my ammo, sunglasses, a first-aid kit… a bunch of stuff. Just shout for me when Catal comes back. Or if Tzheitza returns. If I don’t respond, sorry, fell asleep anyway. You’ll have to wake me up.”

“If you insist. I will remain here and attempt to determine whether Lumen’s skills have risen with her time in the guild or if they have fallen to the level of her companion.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Alyssa said, trying to suppress a yawn as she moved toward Oz and Lumen. She wasn’t so sleepy that she didn’t notice them tense at her approach, but they didn’t try to attack her so she tried to ignore it. It wasn’t like they were wholly unjustified in their caution given that Alyssa had just paraded about a mind controlling monster. And had technically attacked them earlier even if she hadn’t hurt them.

Alyssa actually jumped as Oz ran his hand from her shoulder to her elbow. She whirled and glared.

“Sorry,” he said, pulling his hands to himself. “It’s just… dragon scales. Never thought I’d touch them.”

Frowning, Alyssa glanced down at her outfit, brushing her bare fingers over the scales while trying to be subtle and casual about it. Were they really that special? They didn’t feel like it, but she had an exceedingly poor grasp on what was valuable and what wasn’t in this world. “Just tell me before you reach out and grab me next time, alright?”

“Sure thing,” he said, smiling. Though his smile wasn’t quite all there. Perhaps he was still upset about getting waylaid along with his team.

Really, she wasn’t going to apologize for defending herself. But… “Sorry about the fairy thing.”

Not wanting to get drawn into a long conversation with him or Lumen at the moment, Alyssa headed to her room before either of them could respond.

The second she sat down on her bed, Kasita popped out of the woodwork, looking like a sister Alyssa had never had. “So, you’re going to kill all the fairies?”

“I don’t know about that. But the humans need to stop using them like they are. Oxart needs rescuing. And they eat people? I don’t like that. Especially when they mind control those same people. And you, for that matter.”

Kasita lost her mild smile, even going so far as to frown. “I don’t know how you managed to ignore the fairy. Like, I wanted to attack you, but at the same time, I didn’t want to attack you. It was… strange.”

“Yeah. I got a dose of it when I first bumped into the fairy. Sorry about using Desecrate Spells near you again.”

“Not a problem. Better than being its slave. No permanent harm done.”

“Back to what we were talking about: If the fairies were sitting in their village and weren’t being used, I doubt I would have much problem with them. So if we rescue Oxart and stop the Society of the Burning Shadow from using them, I won’t care much if they sit around in their village forever. The problem is a question of how to stop an organization from using a resource, especially one that has proved useful in their attacks on this city. Also, I doubt Irulon or the others will just walk away from the village like nothing is wrong. Irulon in particular is acting… strange. I obviously don’t know her that well, but I think nearly getting killed might have scared her a bit more than she is showing.”

“Well, I can’t comment on that.”

“How about on the fairies? What would you do?”

Kasita leaned back on the bed, staring at the ceiling. The brief silence wasn’t particularly uncomfortable. Rather, Alyssa had come to enjoy Kasita’s company. Most of the time, anyway. It was a little weird how she had decided to stick with a face so similar to Alyssa’s, but not enough to warrant complaining about it. Eventually, Kasita looked back down. “I hold no love for things that take away my sense of self. I am who I am. At the same time, I suppose I would be disappointed if they were to die. If only out of some misplaced kinship toward my fellow monsters.”

That seemed reasonable enough. Though… “You didn’t have much problem shooting the shadow assassins. And you sure ran quick from the gaunt.”

Kasita shrugged. “There are monsters, then there are monsters. The distinction is important to make. I’ve truly never interacted with fairies much before meeting you. Then again, I’ve never interacted with shadow assassins either. Having a normal face makes fairies seem more personable, but maybe I should reevaluate who gets placed where.”

“Well, whatever happens, I don’t know that we can make much of a decision at the moment. Ask me again when we have a better grasp of the situation.”

For now, I need to pack.
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                Riding across the open desert was far calmer than the harried race through the city streets. Whether that was because the draken had gotten their excitement out of their system, whether they found it too hot, or whether they wanted to preserve energy didn’t really matter. Ironically enough, Alyssa almost would have preferred the high-speed twists and turns of the city. At least that would have kept her awake. They were moving at a brisk pace, but one just slow enough that her eyes felt heavier and heavier every time she blinked. There wasn’t enough adrenaline to keep her awake and alert.

Shaking her head, Alyssa pulled out her phone in an attempt to distract herself from the call of the sandman. One hour left on the timer, plus some change. Despite her words back in Tzheitza’s shop, she couldn’t fall asleep until that timer hit zero and Irulon wasn’t dead—she hadn’t even realized that she had left Irulon behind when heading to her room until she had come back out. That had been a bit of a shock considering that she had only just berated Irulon for disappearing moments before. Looking over at the princess now, Alyssa couldn’t see anything wrong. Irulon had pulled a tome from her rucksack and was reading through it. Every so often, she would make a mark in it with a fountain pen.

Glancing at Izsha put a… complicated expression on Alyssa’s face. Upon first seeing the horses that Oz and his crew were riding, Alyssa had almost asked if there was a spare for her again. But after riding for the near two hours that she had been riding, she was having second thoughts about that. Izsha had a much narrower width to its body than the horses did. Oz, Lumen, and Catal had their legs spread wide just to straddle the horse. It didn’t look all that comfortable. Bow-legged was a term she had heard before, though she wasn’t sure if it applied. Her own saddle was almost more like a regular chair in terms of how far she had to spread her legs. Though regular chairs didn’t have giant monsters poking their head out from her crotch.

And wouldn’t this line of thought be absolutely mortifying to discuss aloud, Alyssa thought with a mild giggle. Uh oh. Random giggling. I really am getting too tired to stay awake.

Focus.

“Izsha,” Alyssa said softly. “Would you mind moving a little closer to Irulon. Close enough for me to talk to her?”

The dinosaur didn’t even glance back, merely angling itself slightly to comply.

“Thanks.”

That was another advantage over horses that Alyssa hadn’t really considered before seeing Oz’s horses. Draken were intelligent. Horses were as well, but not nearly to the same degree. Izsha was more like a chauffeur that could take directions, respond to changes in the situation, and generally worked autonomously. Though the reins of a horse superficially looked analogous to a steering wheel, the reality was far more complicated. Watching Oz lightly kick at the horse’s sides, lean to the sides, apply just the right amount of pull to one side of the reins or the other, and probably a hundred other subtler movements that Alyssa was missing told her instantly that she wouldn’t simply be able to jump on a horse and move like she was on Izsha. It probably wouldn’t take years of training, but it wouldn’t be a thing she got under her belt in a few minutes either.

“How are you doing?” Alyssa said as Izsha neared the other draken. “Any stabbing pains in your chest? Maybe aches in your left arm? Headaches?”

“Nothing has changed since the last time you asked.” Irulon didn’t even look up from her book. “While I understand you are concerned, your persistent pestering is rapidly growing irritating.”

“Sorry. I’m just tired and this heat isn’t helping.”

Days in this strange world were significantly warmer than nights, but not so unbearably hot that she felt like walking around all day was a chore. Certainly not something that might cause heat stroke. Thanks to the aqueducts, the city had plenty of publicly available water as well. Though Alyssa always made sure to boil everything before filling her water bottles.

This desert, however, was hot. She wasn’t even that far away from the city. Looking behind her, she could still see the palace standing tall and one of the wall towers not far away. Yet the air was dry and stale, the meager wind didn’t bring any respite, and there wasn’t a tree in sight—at least not one with leaves attached to its branches. The only shade around came from tall rocks jutting up from the otherwise flat dirt, much like the Brechen Overlook. They were too few and far between to actually use while traveling.

Alyssa had dug out Aziz’s notebook and scribbled out a dozen of the Chill spells, after taking a picture of the spell, of course. That was the only reason she hadn’t noped out of the expedition. Well, that and her feelings of responsibility toward Oxart. She shuddered to think what the desert might feel like without Chill active.

As they were leaving, the gate guards had mentioned Oxart. She had apparently taken a horse on her way out, but not one of the ones specifically bred for the desert heat like what Oz was riding. That meant two things, according to Irulon. Either the fairy would push too hard and the horse wouldn’t be able to take it, resulting in Oxart walking through the desert, or else the fairy would be forced to stop and rest for the day a whole lot sooner than the draken and desert horses. Either way, Oxart shouldn’t be in trouble for more than another day. They would catch up to the captain, rescue her from the fairy, then… continue onward, much to Alyssa’s chagrin.

As for tracking Oxart, the draken were handling everything. They were hunters, apparently. A big juicy horse somewhere in the distance was calling to them. Or… smelling to them? How they told the smell apart from the horses Oz and his crew were using was a question best left to a zoologist.

A bestologist?

“Your trinket. Would it be possible for me to finally take a look at it?”

Alyssa jerked slightly at being addressed. She had been dozing off a bit. To her side, Irulon had closed her tome and slipped it into the rucksack hanging from Musca’s side. Her eyes, violet at the moment, were locked on the phone in Alyssa’s hand. If Irulon was offering to distract her from her tiredness, maybe she could last until they stopped for the day. But her phone…

Glancing down at it, Alyssa frowned. She had asked Tenebrael for four things, essentially. She had wanted an indestructible phone that couldn’t be lost or stolen, could connect to Earth’s internet from anywhere, and had infinite batteries. The latter two definitely worked. Since getting the phone back approximately twelve hours ago, she had left it on the entire time. The battery was firmly at one hundred percent. Even though she hadn’t been using it for music or watching videos, it should still have dropped at least a single percentage. Taking pictures alone should have eaten up a bit. The internet worked as well. Her latest search of ‘how to ride a horse’ was still displaying a bunch of video results.

But indestructibility? That evil angel had said that it was invulnerable. Not really something she wanted to test just in case Tenebrael had decided to be lazy about her other requests. She wasn’t even sure how Tenebrael’s magic could make it immune to being stolen or lost. When she had asked Tenebrael, Alyssa had been thinking it would just reappear in her pocket any time she needed it and didn’t have it, but she couldn’t really test that either. Apparently calling to it would work, according to Tenebrael, but it would be best if she never had to try.

Lending it to Irulon? She would probably be careful, but she might also try to take it apart to find out how it worked. “As long as you don’t break it. You know where it comes from. I won’t be able to get another one if something happens to this one.”

“I do know where it comes from, which raises the question just who you handed it to that possessed the skills necessary to upgrade it. I can’t imagine anyone local.”

Alyssa shifted in the saddle. Were Irulon someone else, she might have admitted that it was Tenebrael. Or she might have made up something. But Irulon was too… smart might not be the word given all the inaccuracies in her guesses of what Alyssa was and where she had come from, but she was definitely too something. A lie would be spotted immediately. And it would probably make her upset as well. At the same time, saying that it was Tenebrael might upset her as well, though for different reasons. Alyssa had not forgotten the brief interaction between Irulon and Oz while the former had been fixing Kasita. She had specifically told Oz not to blaspheme against Tenebrael.

Would claiming to be on speaking terms with that angel count as blasphemy? Or something heretically similar.

“Someone you cannot tell me about,” Irulon said. Snapping her head to the side, Alyssa found herself staring into those black and white eyes once again. “You fear for their life? No. But it is someone that you think would upset me. An enemy of mine? I—”

“It’s complicated,” Alyssa interrupted before she could go off dissecting everything. “The individual values their privacy. I… humbly request that you ignore it for now. Perhaps later.” In what was likely a transparent attempt at distracting Irulon, Alyssa held out her hand, offering the phone. “It’s called a phone. Or a cell phone. A cellular telephone? Normal people just call it a phone.”

Irulon’s eyes did not turn back to their normal violet, but she didn’t continue speaking either. Accepting the phone, she started turning it over in her gloved hands.

“Ah. It won’t work through your gloves. It requires bare skin to operate.”

Though she nodded her head in acknowledgment, Irulon didn’t make to remove her gloves. She continued turning the phone over, examining it with those white lines in her eyes spinning as fast as they could. Bringing it up to her face, she sniffed at it, both the front and back side. “Unknown material covering the majority of one side. Glass covering the other, though the glass is strange. It is too smooth. Few imperfections. Hm.” She handed the phone back to Alyssa before taking her gloves off.

“Plastic. The unknown material, that is. I… don’t really know what it is. Some man-made material. There’s a button right here,” Alyssa said as she handed it back. “Once you press that, most everything is controlled by touching the glass. I can unlock it with my fingerprint, but it will ask you for a password before it actually lets you in. Zero, nine, one, three, nine, three.”

“A significant number?”

“My birthday. I really shouldn’t use my birthday, but I also don’t keep anything truly important on or connected to my phone. No credit card information or bank account information. At least not without being protected by a different password.”

“Hm. Six places for ten possible numbers, possibility of repeat numbers. One million possible combinations. Cost of failing to enter the proper combination?”

“If you fail a few times in a row, it will lock you out for several minutes. I think if you fail too many times, it locks you out for a full day, but I’ve never actually experienced that.”

“Time deterrent. I see. Hm.”

“Yeah, I can tell what you’re thinking. It isn’t meant to be the most secure thing in the world… uh… my world. Here, let me show you some things it can do.”

Alyssa started explaining, and showing where applicable, just about everything she could think of. It was a bit difficult while riding on the backs of the draken. When she first tried to lean over, she just about fell off. Only Izsha stepping to the side to catch her saved her from a tumble to the ground. She started out with how phones were originally basically Message spells except two-way and without all the stacks of paper required. She then explained texting as being letter delivery except instant. Of course, she hadn’t been able to demonstrate either. Tenebrael had not seen fit to allow her to actually contact Earth. Since no one else in this world had a phone, those features didn’t seem to impress Irulon all that much.

The ability to play music, on the other hand, actually had her eyes spinning even more than before. Alyssa only played some classical music, assuming that someone from a medieval period would be more receptive to that than something more modern. Maybe she would show off some of the good stuff later.

“This might interest you,” Alyssa said, handing the phone back after loading up a video. “This is a recording from a drone—a remote controlled device—flying through New York City, a city back in my world.”

Irulon went utterly still. Her eyes, still black and white, did not blink even once for the full five minutes that the video played. She didn’t say a word. Even her breathing seemed to have stopped. The only noise she made was a slight intake of breath as the video cut from daytime to nighttime. Even when the video finished playing, Irulon still hadn’t moved. She just stared at the screen.

Starting out with a smile, Alyssa grew worried as the video went on. Was Irulon alright? Her eyes were still spinning, but what if she was having some kind of stroke? How much time was left on that timer? Alyssa almost reached out to grab her, only to pause, not wanting to startle the princess and possibly give her a heart attack. Instead, she softly cleared her throat.

“I want to go there.” The phone’s screen had blinked off due to inactivity, but Irulon still hadn’t looked up from its glossy surface. “I want to see it for myself. I want…” Irulon shuddered. A tremor ran from the tips of her boots all the way up to the top of her head. Musca actually looked back, before jumping slightly. The bump seemed to shock Irulon out of her trance. She shook her head and tore her eyes away from the phone. They were a bit damp.

That… Alyssa wasn’t sure how to respond to that. She hadn’t thought the video was anything particularly special or moving. It was just a drone flying through a city. A fairly impressive city with plenty of skyscrapers, but hardly worthy of tears. The Maletsunyane Falls came to mind as something a bit more touching. Beautiful canyons, waterfalls, national parks. If Irulon got a look at the city from the ground level, smelled the pollution, saw the more grungy aspects, would she feel the same?

Maybe they could find out.

“Well, I want to go back too,” Alyssa said. “No idea how though. I admit, I was kind of hoping to walk into the Observatorium’s library on the first day and find some spell that just teleported across worlds, or something. Obviously, it isn’t going to be that easy.”

“No. No it will not. I have been researching a similar topic for the better part of a decade and have only the slightest clue where to begin. Though I did have an interesting idea involving your pet mimic.”

“She’s…” Alyssa sighed. “I hope nothing that will hurt her.”

“It is merely in the idea stages. I will let you and your pet know more when I have a more concrete theory. In the meantime, you still haven’t shown me the function of this trinket to duplicate anything nearby.”

“Pictures? That’s pretty simple. Here.” Taking the phone back, she snapped a quick picture of Irulon before switching the phone to video mode. She started at Irulon before slowly sweeping the phone around, ensuring Musca and Izsha both got a little screen time. Oz, Lumen, Catal, and their horses were a short distance back, but Alyssa made sure to include them as well before ending the capture. “I really should be taking lots of videos. No one back home will believe that I actually rode a dinosaur, let alone any of the other crazy stuff I’ve done.”

Of course, even if she put these videos up on the internet when she got home, it was doubtful anyone would believe her. Some people didn’t even believe in the moon landing. A whole different world filled with magic and monsters? She could already see the claims of bad CGI in the comments.

Well… at least her family should believe her. Coming back from the dead was unbelievable enough. What was a dinosaur compared to that?

Alyssa had expected some comment along the lines of the phone being an instant portrait creator, but Irulon just hummed as she viewed the video and images. Looking up, Irulon followed Alyssa’s instructions and took a picture of the rings in the sky. But again, all she did was hum.

Until she flipped the image gallery back to one of the spells Alyssa had taken a picture of. The Loophole spell.

“Query: Can you use the trinket to cast spells you have captured?”

“Uh. No?” The answer was out of her mouth before she could think about it. But was it true? Alyssa wasn’t sure. She wasn’t the magic expert. Even if she could, there was one very good reason why she shouldn’t try. “Casting spells destroys the card. I would rather not destroy my phone on accident. The only reason I’ve been taking pictures of every spell I come across is so that I can copy them to a piece of paper if I need to cast them. My own private library.”

“Hm.”

“Speaking of, I do want to make some spell cards some time. Make a deck of my own where I know what all the spells are instead of stealing other people’s decks.” Kasita said that she would help with that in return for some spells of her own. That agreement had been because of Alyssa’s injuries, but she really didn’t have a reason to deny the mimic spells. No matter what Oz said, Kasita wasn’t like that fairy.

A solemn piano note stole Alyssa’s thoughts. It continued in a low tone, playing each note slowly. Dum, dum, da dum, da, da dum, da dum, da dum… She glanced over, wondering what Irulon had done, only to find Irulon staring down at the phone in confusion. Then it hit her. Cold sweat broke out over Alyssa’s body despite the heat of the desert. She recognized what that song was. Those foreboding notes.

Chopin’s Funeral March.

“Ar-Are you feeling alright?” Alyssa asked while looking around. She couldn’t see any possible incoming danger. No dust clouds in the distance. No fireballs flying their way. The ground wasn’t opening up into a massive sinkhole. Irulon was glaring in her direction, but that was probably because she had heard that question several times in the past few hours. “Here, let me see the phone for a moment.”

Irulon handed the phone back without complaint and also without acknowledging Alyssa’s question about her health. Brushing away a black feather, Alyssa got started disabling the alarm. It was just a standard alarm set in the phone’s clock with a custom song, but… Her eyes drifted away from the screen, watching the black feather waft back and forth on its way toward the ground.

Alyssa looked up. Immediately, she jerked back, almost falling from Izsha in the process. The only thing that stopped her was the pale hand of that angel as it reached out to grab hold of her arm.

“Hello again, Alyssa Meadows.”

Tenebrael helped Alyssa back to a steady position before… taking a seat on Izsha’s head. The draken didn’t seem to notice even as the angel’s black dress draped around its sides. Musca didn’t look over either. They continued charging forward at exactly the same speed. Irulon was watching, but she was watching Alyssa, not the white-eyed monster that practically floated just ahead of Alyssa.

Because of Irulon’s eyes, Alyssa didn’t say a word. She had recovered from her shock enough to glare. Even that was probably too much with the way Irulon’s mind worked. Too late now.

Tenebrael made a show of pulling out that little black notebook from somewhere behind her back. She flipped it open to the page marked with the little black ribbon, stared at it for a few seconds, glanced over to Irulon, then turned back to Alyssa. “I am supposed to collect Irulon’s soul right now.” Alyssa tensed as the black wings stretched out, drifting closer and closer to the oblivious princess. But Tenebrael pulled back at the last moment. “Or I was supposed to. I cannot take the soul from a living body. The entry in my book has been crossed out.”

Alyssa let out a small sigh. That probably meant that Irulon was fine and would be fine. Tenebrael couldn’t kill her, not without violating one of those abstract yet extremely convenient rules about not harming humans.

“It seems our experiment was a success. Mostly. The book has updated itself. Irulon now has a new soul collection date.” Tenebrael paused to start flipping through the pages. She went silent just long enough for Alyssa to stiffen while trying to not glance at the princess. “Not soon, so don’t worry too much. And who knows, perhaps your continued interactions with the woman will alter that date further, though whether that brings it closer or pushes it farther away is not a question I can answer at present.”

Letting out another sigh, this one filled with slightly more relief, Alyssa let herself relax just a hair. It was an interesting thought, however, that the book updated. It raised the question of whether Irulon’s life would have been in danger had Alyssa never come to this world, or even if Alyssa wouldn’t have sent out that warning Message. Since she had interacted with both the princess and several others in this world prior to the whole incident the night before, had she done something that put the princess’ life in jeopardy? If she hadn’t stopped the Society of the Burning Shadow’s first attack, maybe Brakkt would have perished at the hands of shadow assassins while Irulon would have lived last night.

The book, it seemed, could not account for Alyssa’s actions. But, if she left people alone for a time, it would accurately predict their demise? Tzheitza, not being present, likely had her future written down exactly in that book. Irulon, Oz, Lumen, and Catal, on the other hand, Alyssa could pull out her pistol and shoot at, instantly changing the book’s course. Since Irulon, at the very least, wasn’t scheduled for death anytime soon, being shot would force the book to change again.

Actually, would the Tzheitza theory go as she had just suspected? She had interacted with the potioneer a significant amount. Would that have changed anything? It almost sounded like the book needed another experiment to test complete inaction with someone Alyssa had already spent a good deal of time interacting with. Not that Alyssa would suggest such a thing to the angel. She didn’t want to get back to the city only to find out that Tzheitza had died because the angel decided to give the Taker some Divine Inspiration, or whatever.

But what if it happened anyway?

Alyssa ground her teeth together. Just the possibility of knowing the future was going to drive her crazy.

That book. She didn’t like it much. Thinking about it, she could easily understand Tenebrael’s desire to ruin it. Though if it did just update itself, was there really a point to screwing it up? Alyssa’s eyes flicked over to Irulon before settling back on Tenebrael. Yes. Yes there was a point to screwing it up, even if the changes only temporarily forced it to rewrite itself.

Putting the book out of her mind—there wasn’t much she could do about it aside from exist, she wouldn’t be able to read the angelic script even if she somehow stole it from Tenebrael—Alyssa reached forward. She had a bone to pick with Tenebrael. Several bones, in fact. Practically a whole graveyard’s worth of bones. However, she didn’t think she would get through every issue she had with the angel in one sitting. Getting through any with Irulon watching from the sidelines wouldn’t be possible.

So she clamped her hand around one of the angel’s knee-high boots. The black dress went down to the angel’s knees, but the way she was sitting on Izsha’s head gave Alyssa far more of a view than she had bargained for. Apparently, angels did not wear undergarments. But Alyssa was far less concerned with the angel’s crotch and far more concerned with keeping her from suddenly leaving.

Tenebrael merely glanced down at the hand with a bemused expression, as if the hand would do absolutely nothing if she actually wanted to vanish. She didn’t. She just sat on Izsha’s head with a faint smile touching her lips. Only when Alyssa increased the intensity of her glare did Tenebrael roll her eyes. “Fine,” she said, holding a hand out. The black nails on her fingers began to glow. “Removing entropic progression in the local area.” A mystic circle sprouted from her extended hand, drawing out a complex design that looked somewhat like the inner workings of a pocket watch. Alyssa had half a mind to take a picture of it, but it vanished with a flash of light before she could even raise her phone, let alone hit the photo app.

Alyssa jerked forward as Izsha’s movement stopped, almost cracking her head open on one of Tenebrael’s knees. Shoving herself back from the smiling angel, she glanced around. Everyone was frozen solid. Musca was standing on one foot. Irulon was staring, but her eyes were no longer tracking Alyssa. Oz’s horse had all four feet off the ground, if only barely, making it look like they were just hovering above the yellowish dirt of the desert.

The only two moving were Alyssa and Tenebrael.

“Go ahead,” the angel said, crossing her arms under her chest. “As thanks for participating in my experiment, I will give you a little reward.”

There might be more important… or rather, more useful questions to ask. But one had been on Alyssa’s mind ever since Irulon had mentioned it. She had tried not to think about it, but any time she found herself at a loss for distractions, her mind wandered back to the topic. Taking a deep breath, she stared at those glowing white eyes.

“Do I have a soul?”

            

    
        017.005 Into the Desert - The Soul

    
    
    
    
                “A soul? Alyssa, of course you have a soul. What a silly question.”

Tenebrael’s words brought a relief that Alyssa hadn’t known that she had needed. Just a few simple words from the angel lifted a weight from her shoulders that she hadn’t noticed before. A worry now gone. Irulon was mistaken. It was just another spell acting odd around her. Explaining why she had been worried wasn’t something she could do. She didn’t even know what a soul was, just that she felt like she needed one. Everyone else seemed to have one, monster and human, so why not her!

Of course, there was a literal angel right in front of her. If anyone knew what the purpose of a soul was, it would be Tenebrael. So she asked. “I know you… eat souls. But what are they? What do they do?”

The angel leaned back on the utterly still Izsha’s head. Three of her fingers curled under her chin while she tapped her cheek with the other. “That is a question to which the answer requires knowledge I do not believe you possess. You would not be able to fully comprehend it.”

“Oh,” Alyssa mumbled, slumping slightly. Figures. It was probably some overly technical-sounding nonsense just like all the spells she had heard Tenebrael cast.

“But! I believe I can distill it down to a form you might be able to comprehend. An analogy. You ever wonder why religious texts tend to use an excess of analogies and parables? Not only are they good learning tools, they help simplify topics you humans have difficulty wrapping your little minds around. Anyway, your soul is like a video game.”

Alyssa blinked. Her mind felt like it had just slammed into a wall. “It… What?”

“Or the game disc. Your body is like the game console. You see? The soul is the software that tells the hardware what to do.”

“I hate your analogy.”

Tenebrael just shrugged. “But it adequately explains why you have to have a soul. Your fleshy body can’t tell itself what to do. Not with any cognizance. It will wander and act on base instinct alone, like an insect. You have to override that instinct.”

“So why eat video games?”

“Well,” Tenebrael said, glancing off to one side. “It’s uh… not a perfect analogy.”

“Uh huh.”

“New analogy: Souls are like coal and I’m the furnace.”

“I think I hate this whole conversation.”

“You’re the one who asked. It isn’t my fault you don’t have a background in theoretical metaphysics.”

Wasn’t that just a fancy way of saying philosophy? If it wasn’t, Alyssa was ninety percent certain that her small-town university did not offer a class on the topic. So it wasn’t really her fault either. “What about other angels? Do they eat souls too?”

“Are these really questions you care about?”

“You don’t seem to want to eat me at the moment, but I’d like to be aware of other angels out there who do. Just to keep me on my toes.” Alyssa still needed to find a way to defend herself from angels. Though she didn’t know where to begin looking for such a thing. And she honestly doubted Irulon would have an idea either. Fractal Magic could do some crazy things, but how was it supposed to compete with stopping entropy? Fractal Mirror, the highest ranked spell she had come across so far, was so far below everything she had seen Tenebrael do that it might as well be a single ant fighting a human.

Irulon had claimed that Rank Six spells were the pinnacle of human achievement. Where there higher ranks? Even if only in theory? Definitely something to ask once Tenebrael left.

“I don’t know every angel and there are a lot of us,” Tenebrael said. “But I believe I am the only one to consume souls. Angels like Iosefael are supposed to deliver souls to the Throne for processing.”

“Throne?”

“Mhm. I’m sure you can imagine just whose throne it is.”

Tenebrael’s smile turned somewhat sour, but Alyssa just felt that weight settle on her shoulders again. “He is real? I mean, I somewhat suspected given that angels are real, but…”

The angel in front of Alyssa didn’t respond right away. She started staring off into the distance as if distracted by something. For a moment, Alyssa worried that Tenebrael was about to disappear, but she didn’t, instead taking a deep breath.

“A few thousand years ago, I would have said yes without hesitation. Today? Not so much. I doubt I would get away with half of what I’ve done were the Throne occupied. The Seraphim would descend on me with a vengeance. Luckily for me, they have been… malfunctioning as of late.”

Tenebrael leaned back and stared up at the sky. Despite the fact that there wasn’t anything to lean on other than Izsha’s head, she didn’t seem to care. Her wings weren’t even flapping. Didn’t she need them to fly? Obviously not if she could just float.

“In a way, I envy Iosefael. She is a Principality. The highest rank of angels in the Third Sphere. I am a Dominion, a full order above her and several magnitudes of power, but still, I envy her. She came here to find out what was going on with me? I never would have been able to comprehend such a thing. Literally. Leaving the world I am in charge of? Unthinkable. Of course, Iosefael isn’t perfect. I gave her a little test while she was here and she… failed.”

“But you were on Earth. You’re the whole reason I am here.”

“When I was a mere Principality, I had aspirations of joining the First Sphere. Ophanim, Cherubim, and the glorious Seraphim. I wanted the top. Seraphim. Six beautiful wings, defenders and caretakers of the Throne, those so powerful that they are reserved only for the most dire of situations. I had an idolization of them.” She scoffed, raising her head just enough to look down at Alyssa. “When I became a Dominion and was granted charge of this world, it was a dream come true. I received another set of wings and…” She swallowed, almost choking. “I encountered a human much like yourself. He could see me and we… conversed, much like this.” She waved a hand from her chest over to Alyssa. “He made me realize that, in becoming a Dominion, I had lost something of myself. I still don’t know what. Agency, perhaps you might call it. I believe that he is the reason I was able to even consider going to Earth. He made me look at Seraphim and… look at them.

“Ophanim don’t look like you or I. They are beings in the form of planet-sized wheels, covered in countless eyes. They once listened to His word and passed it on to others, prophets, you might have called them. Today they just turn at a slow, languid pace, keeping the universe in motion because it is their purpose rather than out of a desire to see creation continue.

“Cherubim, four faced beings—one of a man, an ox, a lion, and an eagle. They are guides. Recipients of souls delivered to the Throne. You might also call them judges. Like the Ophanim, they continue to carry out their task and can think of doing nothing else. Their minds are literally incapable of even considering the act of shirking their duties.”

Tenebrael sat up fully, crossing one leg over the other. Her glowing white eyes locked on to Alyssa. “And the Seraphim? The ultimate guards of the Throne? The most powerful angels in existence? A handful are carrying out orders given thousands of years ago. Orders that had no defined end point. They are stuck in a loop, but they aren’t nearly so pitiful as the ones who completed their orders or were otherwise idle. You would have a more engaging conversation with a brick wall. They don’t move. They don’t…”

A shudder wracked the angel’s body. “He made me realize just what I might have became had I continued as I was. Instead, I started my little rebellion. At first, I only consumed one soul a year, giving myself a minor boost in power, taking mortal agency for my own, while still delivering the other souls to the Throne. I remember being so nervous. The guilt after my first nearly drove me mad. But the First Sphere didn’t notice. They still don’t notice. They haven’t seen a soul from my world in centuries and yet they do not act. They should, but… Even now, I wonder how much I still don’t have. How much I can’t even think about doing simply because I am a Dominion.”

Alyssa didn’t say anything for a long time after Tenebrael stopped talking. She heard nothing but the beating of her own heart. In a world of stopped time, there just was nothing else to make noise. No breeze. No distant rustling of grass or horse hooves beating down the desert dirt. Despite the uncomfortable silence, Alyssa barely noticed it. Since meeting Tenebrael back in her brother’s room on Earth, she had felt nothing but ire for the angel. Even when she had recovered her phone, she hadn’t been thankful for it being improved. She had been irritated that Tenebrael hadn’t given it back sooner. Tenebrael had warned her of Irulon’s impending death. Alyssa hadn’t thanked her for the warning. Rather, it was more like she had hated the angel for it. Same with the Brechen Overlook.

But now, having heard what Tenebrael had to say and watching as those white eyes gazed off into the distance, Alyssa only felt pity. An angry sort of pity. Tenebrael might not be literally killing people, because she couldn’t, but she wasn’t exactly a benevolent ruler either. Though… she couldn’t kill people. That was… yet another of those things that she had just been talking about. If Alyssa hadn’t been able to kill people, she likely wouldn’t have survived her home invasion.

For an angel of Tenebrael’s power and… dietary proclivities, it was probably best that she couldn’t kill people. The whole world would likely be depopulated at an extremely rapid rate. But the fact that she didn’t even have the option gave Alyssa conflicted feelings on the matter.

Especially because, as she had just reminded herself a few minutes ago, Alyssa wanted to find some way to defend herself from angels. As much as she was happy that they couldn’t defend themselves back, did they not have that right? What if the Society of the Burning Shadow found a way to kill Tenebrael? She wouldn’t be able to do anything about it.

Another interesting note: Alyssa was not the only one that could see Tenebrael outside of the deceased—or a near-death state such as those afflicted by that poison back in Teneville. Someone else could see her. Or had been able to, anyway. It sounded like something that had happened a thousand years ago at the very least. Possibly more than that. In fact, keeping monsters around was part of her rebellion, so it must have been at least two thousand years. He, whoever he was, was almost certainly dead at this point. But the fact that there had been someone else was notable on its own. It meant that Alyssa wasn’t one hundred percent unique.

Was that a good thing or a bad thing?

Probably neither. It just was.

“Well,” Tenebrael said, smiling once more. “This has been a fun conversation. We should meet up and talk more often. Unfortunately, I can’t stick around much longer. Need to get back to Earth.”

“I thought the Seraphim were inactive. Why does it matter if things go according to plan, whatever that might be?”

“I worry that, if some well-meaning angel were to bring the situation to their attention, the Astral Authority will take action, maybe recalling ancient orders to deal with situations like mine. So long as the status remains quo, nothing will happen on that front. Drawing attention to myself runs the risk of having everything ruined.”

That made well enough sense. Though… “It would be nice if I could get a hold of you when I want, not just when you feel like it.”

“I already told you. Just shoot—”

“I’m not… I’m not opposed to killing. Some people just deserve it.” The Taker, for one. If she ever saw him again, she would not be putting on the kid gloves. “But I’m not going to go shoot random people just because I have a question. Besides, my guns are rapidly running out of ammo. I only have four magazines left plus enough loose bullets to refill one… maybe one and a half. Wasting even one on a phone call isn’t something I can afford.”

“Try to call me for something a little more profound than a simple question. But… I might think about a way for you to replenish your ammunition. I’ll contact you soon. If there was nothing else for now, however—”

“There’s a ton I want to ask. Why does magic act weird around me? Why can I so easily cast Rank Six spells, that can’t be a coincidence. Who is Her? Irulon has a dragon inside her head, what’s up with that? What’s the deal with air—”

Tenebrael held up a hand. “I understand that this is going to go on for a long time, so how about this: We’ll meet again soon. And I promise soon this time. Think about a question you want to ask. Or perhaps a task you wish for me to accomplish. While I understand the existential reasons for inquiring about your soul, it isn’t something you can change no matter what the answer was. Try to come up with something more impactful. Or don’t. I am not here to tell you what to do.”

“You’re just going to leave then?”

“People die all the time. If the souls go uncollected, they begin experiencing extreme trauma. This isn’t one of those things I cannot consider. I could leave the souls in their corpses, but I choose not to. It would be beyond cruel.”

“Well, that’s good of you. I guess.”

“I know. I’m a saint,” she said with a wide grin. “Stay safe.”

“I’ll—”

Tenebrael made her usual exit, exploding in a flurry of feathers. With her departure, the world started moving again. Izsha and the saddle she carried moved as if they had never stopped, charging forward at thirty to forty miles an hour. Alyssa… did not.

She flipped out of the seat, fell though the air, and slammed her back against the desert dirt. The force carried her along the ground in a motion that surely would have torn through her clothes had they not been made from a mythical being from another world. Her back didn’t hurt, but that was probably thanks to the minor padding in the dragon hide armor more than anything else. As it was, she still knocked her head against the ground. Alyssa grasped the back of her head with both hands, rolling back and forth on the ground in pain. Her fingers were not wet and sticky. Bringing them into view, they were dusty but not bloody. At least she hadn’t cracked open her skull. But…

“I’m going to kill her,” she groaned. “Get back here you Hot Topic reject! I’m going to murder you!”

“Uh… Am I interrupting something?” Blinking, Alyssa watched as Oz slid off his horse. He walked up, looking concerned as he held out a hand. “You aren’t going to murder me, are you?” he said with a wan smile. “Are you alright?”

“Fine,” Alyssa said, accepting his hand after a moment. “I just… fell asleep. Bad dream is all.”

“You fell asleep mounted on a monster?” a haughty voice spoke from behind. Lumen and Catal both slowed to a stop, though they maintained much more of a distance than Oz did.

Alyssa got the feeling that they didn’t like her all that much. “Yeah, well, I haven’t slept in a full day and I had to run around the city all night, fighting shadow assassins, gaunts, heretics, and… you.”

Lumen’s upper lip curled into a small sneer, giving Alyssa the feeling that she hadn’t helped that dislike at all. Not that Alyssa particularly cared at the moment. Though she hadn’t fallen because of sleep, she was hot, she was tired, and most of all, she was angry. That stupid angel could have at least warned her. To think she had felt bad for Tenebrael for even a minute. Ugh.

With Oz’s help, Alyssa got back to her feet. She quickly checked herself over, making sure that nothing had broken from the fall. Her phone was fine. Despite having landed practically on top of it, it didn’t have so much as a scratch. It wasn’t even dusty. So that was a nice, if unplanned test of its indestructibility.

Lumen had turned to the side, apparently unwilling to continue speaking with Alyssa. Which Alyssa was fine with. Irulon, Musca, and Izsha had all ridden up. The princess’ eyes were back to being violet, but they were no less calculating. She didn’t ask what had happened. She probably already had ideas.

Oz glanced between their party, meeting Catal’s eyes for only a moment. “We were planning on stopping soon. There should be an… not an oasis, but last time I was up this way, one of the rocky outcroppings had a decent supply of water in its shadow. It would be best if we could avoid using our water for as long as possible.”

“Don’t stop on my account. I’m fine.”

“You just fell off your hor—draken.”

“I said I’m fine. I don’t care if we have to go on for another eight hours.”

“If you thought it was hot already, it’s going to start heating up a lot from here on,” he said, running a leather glove through his red hair. “The horses won’t last for another eight hours.”

Alyssa shook her head. “Let’s just get moving again,” she said as she headed back toward Izsha. She must have hit her side a bit funny. Putting too much weight on one leg hurt. Not much, but enough to force a minor limp. “We’re wasting time.”

“You three can go ahead,” Irulon said. “The draken will easily catch up with your horses. I will ensure that Alyssa is alright.”

Oz blinked twice, but nodded slowly. “If you insist, your Highness.” As if he had practiced a thousand times, he easily remounted his horse. With one last look at Alyssa and a quick glance at his companions, he snapped the reins and took off.

By the time Alyssa hobbled up to Izsha, all three horses and their riders were rapidly shrinking into the horizon.

“Sorry about that,” Alyssa said, trying to not be nervous in directly addressing the draken. Izsha had been amazingly kind so far, going out of its way to help its inexperienced rider stay on. “My falling off wasn’t your fault at all.”

“No it wasn’t,” Irulon said. “I was watching you carefully. Immediately before your fall, you were displaced in space a full arm’s length, moving from a leaning forward position to an almost relaxed recline. And you were saying something before the surprise hit your face. I still am unsure how exactly you fell. Just leaning back wouldn’t cause the fall. So tell me, Alyssa. What happened? What were you grabbing on to? With whom were you speaking?”

Alyssa took a deep breath, leaning slightly against Izsha for support. Her actions were mostly to delay answering Irulon’s questions while she thought, but there was a slight amount of sincerity to her motions. Now that she had a minute to actually assess herself, she was a lot more sore than she had thought she was. Eventually, she had to answer. Leaving Irulon in silence wasn’t something she could do no matter how much she wanted to avoid talking about Tenebrael.

But, her moment of thought hadn’t been for naught. She had thought up something.

“Do you have genies here? Or maybe they’re called djinn?”

“Neither term is familiar to me.”

“They’re creatures from myth on my world. Powerful beings that live in oil lanterns who will grant wishes. There are a lot of stories featuring genies. Wishing for more money is a common thing, but sometimes the wishes will be more esoteric. One street thief wished to be a prince to court a princess. A royal adviser wished to be a powerful arcanist, then wanted more power and wished to be a genie himself. Usually these stories have some kind of moral associated with them. A lesson about how the wishers should have been true to themselves or the power was in them all along.”

“Sounds like nonsense.”

“Probably. I mean, it was definitely nonsense back on my world. Genies didn’t actually exist there.”

“I meant that the morals sound like nonsense.”

Alyssa shot Irulon a glance, but shrugged. “Yeah, probably. Without the genie, the main character of the most famous genie story would not have been able… You know what? Doesn’t really matter.” Eying Izsha, she mentally planned out her movements. First, she stuck her foot in the stirrup. A leg over the side got her into the saddle. Izsha shifted a little to ensure that Alyssa wouldn’t fall. But it wasn’t that much. Overall, she felt a little proud at how easily she managed to get into it on her third attempt.

“I assume this story has something to do with your fall and your odd behavior immediately before.”

“An angel appeared before me. I know you haven’t heard of angels. Kasita mentioned that they are an unknown concept in this world. And as far as I know, there are only two of them on this world. I’m the only one who can see them, again, as far as I know. Though I’m not sure why or how. I assume it has something to do with how magic acts strangely around me.”

Alyssa turned her head, locking eyes with Irulon. “If a being of unrivaled power appeared before you and offered to perform a task or answer a question you’ve had, what would you wish for?”

            

    
        017.006 Into the Desert - Rest Stop

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa blinked her eyes open at the sound of shuffling feet, finding herself staring at the white walls of the hemp tent. It wasn’t her tent, Oz had assured her that several guests would be able to fit within the tent he was bringing, and he had been right. The draken could have fit in with little difficulty. Not that anyone wanted them inside. Even Izsha, who had been quite kind in how it treated her and her inexperience, still unnerved Alyssa just enough that sleeping with it would have resulted in exceedingly little sleep actually had. Not that the thin woven walls would stop much of anything that wanted to tear through them. Still, it was the degree of separation that mattered.

Though they wouldn’t have bothered with a tent at all had they not been concerned about rain, something that apparently happened in the desert on occasion much to Alyssa’s surprise. The clouds in the distance had Catal worried, hence the tent. It wasn’t a happy sort of moistening rain though, instead frequently causing flash floods and other hazards, which was the main reason they had picked out a bit of elevated terrain. Rain also explained the swimming-pool-sized-waterhole that sat in the shadow of the rock formation they had made camp under. Alyssa really hadn’t taken the time to look around her surroundings all that much. The second the tent was setup, she had unrolled her sleeping bag and decided to take just a quick rest. She was fairly certain that the others had made some sort of meal for themselves and likely had set up people to take watch while the others slept, but her quick rest…

Well, she was waking up now. She would apologize and offer to take first watch next time.

Sitting up, she wiped the gunk from her eyes as she blearily glanced around. Irulon slept a few paces off on her own, wrapped up in a blanket made of some kind of fur. Animal hide, probably. Maybe monster hide? It looked soft and far too warm for the desert heat that easily penetrated the tent’s walls.

Lumen and Catal slept a short distance to Alyssa’s side. Both were lying on some bit of hide, but neither had blankets as Irulon did. Oz was nowhere to be seen, but Alyssa heard it again. A sound of footsteps dashing back and forth outside the tent. He must be the one on watch, but what was with the sound? Maybe it was one of the draken or the horses. Or… could he be in trouble.

Alyssa grabbed her pistols from where they lay just to the side of her sleeping bag—as tired as she had been, she did have the presence of mind to remove them before sleeping; accidentally shooting herself in her sleep would be a tragic way to go after surviving something like the Taker. Both hands on her gun and finger on the safety, Alyssa carefully stepped over Lumen’s sleeping form and moved the tent’s flap aside.

Ten paces from the tent, Oz swung his sword left, then right, then thrust it forward. Droplets of sweat flew through the air as he threw himself to one side before sweeping his sword toward Alyssa’s direction—

A burning tore its way across her stomach, freeing her innards. Red jelly slopped to the floor.

Alyssa clamped her hand over her mouth, fighting back a sudden wave of nausea. She couldn’t throw up. Not here, not now. Oz was nowhere near her. Even after that dash to the side, he was still eight paces away. Far too far to actually hit her. She hadn’t been hit by a sword.

More importantly, Oz was clearly fighting something. He jumped back, falling into a quick roll before springing back to his feet. With a grunt, he thrust his sword forward. Whatever he was trying to hit wasn’t there anymore. What was it? A shadow assassin? Some other invisible monster? The horses were leashed up to a peg that had been hammered into the rock formation. None of them looked panicked, though they were watching Oz as they lay on their sides. The draken weren’t even awake. Both were sleeping practically on top of each other with their heads nuzzled together not far from the horses. Would they just let him die fighting for his life ten feet away?

Probably, actually.

Why was Kasita never around when she was needed?

Alyssa half turned, about to quietly—so as to not spook whatever monster was fighting Oz—wake up Lumen, Catal, and Irulon. But something made her pause.

Oz sighed, letting the tension in his muscles drop. After rolling his head from side to side, he slid his sword back into its sheath. What now? Had a fairy gotten to him? She couldn’t see one nearby and knew from the fairy that she had encountered that they had to be close, but magic could do all sorts of insane things. Invisibility the least among them. Tzheitza had said that even the fairy village would be invisible.

Staying where she was to watch him more, she frowned as he walked up to the waterhole. What was he going to do now, poison it? That wouldn’t work on her—she had plenty of water bottles and a canteen in her backpack, plus whatever the Black Prince had packed on Izsha for her. She would have to warn the others, though.

But he didn’t move to dump anything into it. He grabbed a rough metal pot by the handle that had been lying nearby, scooped up a small cup of water, and dumped it right over his head. He was… cooling himself off? But…

Something brushed up against Alyssa’s back, making her jump and practically fall out of the tent in her haste to put distance between it and her. Lumen stood in her recently vacated spot, looking down at Alyssa with amusement riddling her features.

“Got your eye on Oz, do you?” she asked with a soft, short laugh. “You’re out of luck. I don’t think you’re his type.”

“What? No. I—”

Lumen stepped around Alyssa with barely another glance, calling to Oz. “I hope you were keeping a watch for anything that wanted to kill us in our sleep and not swinging about your silly stick again, Oz.”

He jumped slightly, running his hand through his red hair to sweep the dripping strands back over his head. “‘Course I was. On watch, that is. Not the other thing. I mean, I was, but it was just a little training to keep my senses sharp.”

“Uh huh,” Lumen scoffed, shaking her head as she walked off. She said a few quiet words to Oz before disappearing around the side of the rock formation. Where exactly, Alyssa didn’t know, but imagined that Lumen needed a little privacy first thing in the morning.

But…

Training? That had been training? Ugh. She had been all worried about him fighting nothing but the air? Alyssa felt like slamming her face against the wall. It was a good thing she hadn’t called out to everyone in the tent. Lumen woke up, but if she had pulled everyone out of their much needed sleep for a fat lot of nothing… Ugh.

“Kasita,” Alyssa called out softly. “Kasita, are you around?”

“Always.”

Alyssa did not jump at the voice coming from her back. If anything, it had been expected. How many times had Kasita suddenly shown up behind her or to her sides? Enough that she was starting to get used to it. So she just calmly turned and spoke softly. “There aren’t any monsters around, are there?”

Kasita, wearing her sisterly visage, raised an eyebrow.

Which just had Alyssa rolling her eyes. “Aside from the obvious,” she said, gesturing between the mimic and the draken. “I mean like shadow assassins or invisible fairies.”

“I don’t see any… Ufu~ You didn’t think he was—”

“Not a word to anybody.”

Alyssa just shook her head as the stupid mimic had a giggle with herself. “I’m going to figure out what I can eat and then… depending on how much time we have before we start traveling again, would you like to make some spell cards with me?”

The giggling cut off abruptly. Her eyes flicked downward for a moment. “Your hands are fixed, you don’t need me.”

“That will just mean that you aren’t doing all the work. You can still take some of the spells. In fact, it will be reassuring to have you at my back able to do more than just scare or distract possible enemies. Just… I trust you. Believe it or not, I do.”

Kasita smiled a unique smile. Most of the time, she had an air of amusement about her which her frequent tittering laughter only served to emphasize. This was a genuine smile. Alyssa was having trouble remembering a smile like that on Kasita. Enrique the elf had showed off true happiness while being freed from her chains, but Kasita always looked as if she were expecting someone to stab her in the back, regardless of how much damage she would actually take from such an attack. The closest she had come had likely been when Alyssa first told her that she could have some spells if she helped draw them.

Which, thinking about it, might paint her sudden bad mood immediately after Tenebrael appeared in a slightly different light. Alyssa had thought that she was upset about being rushed away to save Irulon without being told anything about Tenebrael. But she could have easily been put off by Alyssa’s sudden healing and apparent lack of need for an assistant.

Still, she was smiling now. And that was the important thing. It was somewhat surprising how natural the smile looked, especially with Irulon’s apparent troubles doing the same thing. Then again, a mimic wouldn’t be a very good mimic if it couldn’t blend in with humans. Now that she was thinking about it, maybe it was too natural.

“You know,” Kasita said, “you’re not so bad. For a human. If that’s what you are.” She definitely had some teasing in her voice.

Alyssa rolled her eyes, putting thoughts of the smile out of her mind. She already knew Kasita was a mimic, whether or not the smile looked exactly right or just flawed enough didn’t matter. It was the feeling behind it. “Everyone I meet seems to think I’m some monster or other, so might as well get along with you guys.”

“If it makes you feel better, I believe that you’re human.”

“Gee. Thanks.” Pulling out her phone, Alyssa checked the time. An hour until nightfall. Most of their movement would likely be overnight. Copying spells once night hit would be difficult, but she had flashlights and night vision spells. While riding would be impossible. It would be good to find out exactly when the others were planning on moving again. Until then…

“You were watching me explain how to use the phone to Irulon, right?” At Kasita’s nod, Alyssa quickly tapped a few things. “While I eat, if you could take a picture of all these cards,” she said, pulling out the decks she had stolen from Morgan and the other Society of the Burning Shadow infiltrators. “I already have a few of them, you can see the gallery right here, but it’s fine if there are duplicates. If you know what the spell is, you can label it like this. Once done, grab my satchel and start copying whatever you think looks good to have copies you can cast.”

After making sure that Kasita’s quasi-illusory fingers could actually work the touch screen, Alyssa left her to it. She started toward Oz, but hesitated. They had their own food, right? The guild likely carried more food than they thought that they needed, but not enough for two unplanned people. Irulon’s brother had prepared food specifically for the two of them. And what about the draken? Did they need to eat? One of the horses was chomping down on some of the plant life that was growing around the miniature oasis, but the draken were surely obligate carnivores.

Maybe it would be best to wake Irulon. The princess probably wanted her beauty sleep, but Alyssa wasn’t feeling too confident in approaching the draken. Izsha maybe, but Musca had nearly taken Irulon’s hand off yesterday. Besides, Irulon would surely want to get up and get ready to go.

Right. Plan in mind, Alyssa headed back into the tent. She crept around the sleeping Catal—Oz or Lumen could be in charge of waking him—and paused next to Irulon… and hesitated again. Irulon didn’t have any sharp blades as far as Alyssa knew, but she had her spell card tome in her hands. Would she have a knee-jerk reaction to being woken? Heading back to the draken was looking a little more appealing now. Between dinosaurs and dragons, Alyssa would take her chances with the former. Except, Irulon’s mind worked fast enough that surely she wouldn’t curse the first person who touched her while she slept… Right?

“Irulon,” Alyssa said, voice barely above a whisper. “Princess? Princess Irulon.” Her voice was getting louder, but still the princess didn’t react. Except for her breathing, Irulon didn’t so much as twitch. Kneeling, Alyssa stretched out a hand. It felt like sticking her hand in a lion’s mouth, but her fingers brushed against Irulon’s bare shoulder—unlike Alyssa, Irulon had removed her dragon hide armor prior to sleeping, apparently. As soon as her fingers made contact, Alyssa pulled back, half expecting the princess’ hand to latch on to her extended wrist.

But Irulon still didn’t move.

With a little more confidence, Alyssa nudged Irulon to no effect. Growing frustrated, Alyssa started resorting to slightly more extreme measures. She started out with a light shake to Irulon’s shoulder, poked her cheek hard enough to turn her head to the side, flicked her ears, and ended with a heavier shake. All to no effect.

How could she possibly sleep this deeply?

Just this morning, Irulon had been freaking out about the possibility of her blood getting in someone’s hands, but who needed to try roundabout methods of acquiring blood when they could just walk up to her and slit her throat. She was one hundred percent defenseless. How much did Irulon trust those around her? Even with as tired as Alyssa had been, she still felt like she had slept with one eye open.

Maybe she was just that exhausted. Irulon, this real version of her anyway, had been in stasis for most of the night. That didn’t mean that it hadn’t been a harrowing night for her. She had been effectively stabbed several times thanks to the gaunt. True, she hadn’t run around the city picking fights with pretty much everyone short of the Taker as Alyssa had, but it had still not been the best of times to be the princess.

A small part of Alyssa wondered what had happened to the gaunt. In leaving the city, they went right past the Waterhole on Alyssa’s request—she had figured that the draken would be quick enough to escape from anything unpleasant and she had wanted to see what had happened; the entire building had been burned down. The gaunt had been nowhere to be seen. It was too slow to have gone with the fairy, so it had likely found a spot to hide out. Outside the fairy’s influence, it would likely remain dormant for some time so long as everything Kasita and Irulon had said about them was true. Alyssa had personally watched it eat one person and if that had been the only one, she would eat her hat.

As for Irulon, Alyssa stood and left the tent. The princess could sleep at least as long as Catal. And what did Alyssa need Irulon for anyway? She was an adult. She had been camping several times before with her family. She could get her own food. The draken saddles weren’t even on the draken at the moment—another thing Alyssa would need to apologize for, having left Irulon and the others to take care of practically everything.

With renewed determination to not become overly dependent on Irulon for absolutely every little thing, Alyssa set about her morning rituals. Except it was evening, but still… There weren’t any showers around, obviously, but she did grab a spare rag that she had used on her way to Lyria and wiped herself down a bit. Just enough to stay mildly hygienic while avoiding contaminating what was likely the drinking water as much as possible. For provisions, she managed to grab a small roll of thick bread and a slice of extremely salty jerky. The taste beneath the salt was almost sweet. She wasn’t sure what animal the jerky had come from and she wasn’t entirely sure she wanted to know.

By the time she had finished her meal and wandered over to where Kasita knelt next to a flatish rock, the mimic had finished taking pictures of all the cards. There really weren’t that many unique cards despite the deck being about as thick as a normal card deck. Lots of fireballs, several Spectral Chains, a handful of more mundane utility spells such as Light and Flame. A few other Fire and Death spells, but nothing of a particularly high rank or unique effect. Neither of the decks she had stolen this time had Recall in them—a spell she couldn’t use anyway without drawing her own recall point and offering it a drop of blood.

Though she hadn’t looked through Irulon’s tome, Lumen’s deck of cards, or Oxart’s tome, all three looked far thicker than even the two decks she had retrieved from their owners. Given Irulon’s Fractal magic, those laser beams that Lumen had been using—and the floating card trick—and even Oxart’s Subjugation—although one of the Society members had used that last one—it really painted a poor picture of the Society of the Burning Shadow’s arcane prowess.

All spell cards had angelic runes on them. Considering their apparent hatred of Tenebrael, perhaps it was more surprising that they used magic at all. But then, they had to use magic unless the Juno Federation had learned how to light fires on their own. It had Alyssa wondering if there was some theological backstory regarding magic’s existence. She could imagine it all too easily: And then the great and wonderful Tenebrael descended to the people, granting them the gift of magic so they might light their nights and cook their meals.

With a sardonic shake of her head, she peered over Kasita’s shoulder, wondering which spell the mimic had chosen to copy. What she saw brought her up short. “Desecrate Spells? Is that a good idea for you to have? I mean, I don’t want to tell you what you can and can’t do, but you haven’t had the best of reactions to it in the past.”

“Ufu~ While looking through the spells you had in your phone, I thought long about which I wanted. Your first use of Desecrate Spells in my presence was an accident, I understand. The second time was out of desperation—which worked out quite well for us. It is a useful spell. I don’t like being taken out, however temporary that might be. But then I got to thinking: Irulon says that spells like this shouldn’t work on a monster’s natural abilities, which my illusory forms are. You say that magic acts odd around you. So maybe, should the need arise while I’m nearby again, I’ll cast Desecrate Spells. Though we should test to ensure I don’t hurt myself with it first.”

“That’s… actually a decent plan.” If anyone ever had that Projectile Reflection spell on them, Desecrate Spells was an amazing counter to it that would allow her full use of her guns again. But if Kasita was around, she couldn’t use it without hurting the mimic. As Kasita had mentioned, it wasn’t a permanent harming, but she still wanted to avoid it if possible. Especially because she still didn’t know how Suppress Magic worked when she cast it. It was a spell with temporary effects, so she probably could Suppress Magic long enough for Desecrate Spells to wear off, but she still would rather have Irulon cast it around Kasita if possible.

“I’m glad you think so. I also want to test my limits. You humans and your ranking system seems awfully arbitrary—”

“Not me humans. Those humans,” Alyssa said, waving a hand toward Lumen near the waterhole and the tent. “I had no part of this magic thing until a month ago.”

“Regardless, I want to find out where I stand on the scale. With my use of Contract, I know I can cast at least Rank Three. What rank was Loophole again? Four? Or was it five? So I should be able to cast this, but other spells might be interesting to try,” Kasita said, waving the fountain pen toward the phone and half-drawn card.

“I don’t know that I have many advanced spells. The ones I have from the Observatorium are all Rank Three or lower. Not particularly useful ones at that—I mean, relatively. Draw Water seems like a great ability to have on reserve, especially if it can be used for less obvious uses. But for higher rank spells… I kind of want to get access to Irulon’s spell tome. Maybe Lumen’s too, though I don’t think she likes me very much.”

“Ufufu~ Introducing yourself by burning her spells and tying her up probably isn’t the best way to make friends.”

“Ah. I had been wondering what I was doing wrong back home. But I just don’t know how to get people sticking around and listening to me without the rope.”

Kasita giggled just enough to let Alyssa know that her joke hadn’t fallen completely flat… or maybe it had. Kasita did giggle at an awful lot of things. Oh well. Kasita was good humored enough to not make a big deal about it.

Alyssa just about sat down to help out before realizing one minor problem with both of them working at the same time. “That’s my only pen.”

“No it isn’t. You forget I’ve been inside your bags. Literally. They might look a little strange, but I recognize the function of those tubes you carry with you.”

“Irulon said that the ink used for spell crafting has some added treatment compared to the ink used for general scribing. I can’t imagine pens from my world have had that same treatment. They all have their own internal ink too, so I can’t just dip them into the inkwell.” Even if she could, she would probably end up leaving large ink blots all over any card she tried to make. The fountain pen was weird enough to write with as it was, but at least it could be filled like a modern pen.

“If you want me to hand it over…” How Kasita knew how to use pens was anyone’s guess. Perhaps it was part of her innate disguise abilities. Perhaps she had disguised herself as a scribe for a time.

“No. No. Keep doing what you’re doing.” A movement from the tent caught Alyssa’s eye. Catal, with an enormous yawn on his face, lumbered out from the flaps. Before his yawn had subsided, he was looking around. First at the draken, which put a small scowl on his face, then to a whispering Oz and Lumen. He glared in Alyssa’s direction—or rather, in Kasita’s direction—before heading off toward his guild companions. “I should probably see if Irulon has woken up yet, or wake her up if she hasn’t. The draken can probably catch up to the horses without any problem if the others decide to leave ahead of us, but I would prefer if we all stick together.”

“I wouldn’t mind if they… disappeared. If you don’t think the arcanist likes you, you should have seen the looks she was giving me while you were tiptoeing around the draken to get your food.”

Alyssa looked over to find all three of the guild knights looking in her direction. Oz quickly glanced to one side. Catal did a moment after. Lumen kept up her glare long enough for Alyssa to feel uncomfortable. “Just,” she started, pausing to sigh. “Just try not to start anything. I’d really rather us not fight with each other. Don’t worry too much. The princess is on your side, after all. They… probably won’t go against Irulon.

“Speaking of, I’m going to go wake her. Call for help if anything happens.”

Leaving Kasita to continue her drawing, Alyssa headed to the tent. She walked in, calling out softly, entirely unaware of the monster she was trying to rouse.

            

    
        017.007 Into the Desert - Pushed to the Limits

    
    
    
    
                “‘Tess, my bath? Tess, please prepare my meal. Extra meat today, I think. My clothes, Tess. Oh Tess, dress me.’”

“Will you desist.”

To say that Irulon sounded a little annoyed would be an understatement, but Alyssa couldn’t help it. She chuckled. While awake, the princess acted stern and focused. That wasn’t to say that she couldn’t laugh, but they were often serious sorts of laughs. Or cruel sorts of laughs. It was hard to tell the difference sometimes. But half asleep…

First of all, Irulon slept heavier than anyone Alyssa had ever seen. Nothing she had tried elicited a reaction in the slightest, from nudging Irulon to shaking her to pinching her nose shut. Alyssa had considered slapping the princess, but it would probably have been her first time ever being slapped and Alyssa didn’t want to die. Assuming Irulon even noticed the slapping, that was. Something Alyssa was still unsure about.

It had taken dipping her fingers in water and flicking it on Irulon’s face before the princess reacted. And that was only just barely a reaction. Her eyes had stayed closed, but her mouth had started moving. Alyssa, in her mocking tone, might not have gotten everything the princess had said verbatim, but it had been close enough. Irulon hadn’t so much as opened her eyes until Alyssa upended a tin of water on the princess’ face. Even after that, it had looked like she might head back to sleep had she not noticed her surroundings, lurched forward, and just about slammed her forehead into Alyssa’s.

Now, Irulon wouldn’t even turn her head in Alyssa’s direction. She hid deep within the pages of another tome, barely glancing up as she read through the text. Which was actually an improvement over her glares immediately after waking. For a while there, Alyssa had felt as if her life was in danger. Had Alyssa not saved the princess’ life just the night before, it might actually have been in danger.

Shaking her head with a small smile—she never would have believed how dependent Irulon was on her personal attendant—Alyssa looked around the desert scenery. The sun had set, but she could see perfectly thanks to the Night Vision spell. She had been a little worried about traveling at night, but now was wondering why people even bothered with light producing spells and potions. Well, not actually wondering. Light was a Rank Zero spell, meaning that anyone with even the slightest ability in magic could use it. Night Vision was surprisingly highly ranked at Four. And potions could be used by anyone.

As for the desert itself… well, there wasn’t much around that she hadn’t seen yesterday. Lots of dirt, lots of rocks, lots of rock formations, and lots of sagebrush and other small deserty plants. Irulon rode Musca just a short distance away, pointedly ignoring Alyssa. Kasita was hiding somewhere. Oz and company were, again, keeping their distance a few dozen feet back. She couldn’t see the palace anymore, which was a minor indicator of how far they had traveled, but she had actually lost sight of it yesterday well before they had stopped.

Despite the surreal aspects of riding on the back of a dinosaur to rescue someone from being eaten by a fairy, it really was an incredibly mundane experience. A lot like a long road trip. As much as she could appreciate the natural beauty of the scenery, it really didn’t change much minute-to-minute or even by the hour. Worse, there were no gas stations or fast food restaurants. The jerky and bread hadn’t been inedible. Eating nothing but them for weeks… was not something she was looking forward to. Even on the way to Lyria, she had eaten with people in their homes, having what they would be having for dinner. Often it hadn’t been anything especially tasty compared to Earth foods, but the variety had been a welcome break from that stale travel bread.

There were no towns or villages in the desert. Not human ones, anyway. An ant colony lived not too far from where she was now. The fairies had their oasis commune another day or few to the north. Apparently there were lizard people somewhere in the desert, somewhat like Rizk by Irulon’s description, though hopefully not quite so hostile should they make an appearance.

In all honesty, Alyssa wasn’t really interested in meeting any monsters at the moment. She just couldn’t envision any way that a monster encounter would turn out well. The guild knights she was traveling with would almost certainly be immediately hostile with no time for negotiation or discussion. From the opposite side of things, it was doubtful that monsters would be too happy with a bunch of humans charging through their territory. Riding through claimed territory was still not nearly as bad as stopping in it would be. Oz—Or rather, the guild had a map of the desert with known territories sketched out, so they should be able to avoid such troubles. At least so long as nothing had changed since the maps were made. Alyssa wanted to snap a picture of it, but hadn’t really worked up the nerve to actually talk to Oz, Lumen, or Catal for any length of time since leaving Lyria.

She should talk to them. Things were just… awkward. None of them liked her, or Kasita, or the draken. She wasn’t even sure they were all that pleased with Irulon. And not just because of the princess’ mildly abrasive personality, but rather because of her association with monsters. Except for Oz, they probably wouldn’t have liked Alyssa much even had she not brought a fairy around them and fought back when they attacked her. Kasita alone would have ensured that, but bringing along the draken did nothing to help.

Musca jerked off to the side, nearly making Irulon lose her tome as she had to grab the lip of the saddle. Izsha followed, though she took the turn in a more gentle curve. That took them off at an angle from where they had been traveling before.

“What? What is it?” Alyssa looked around. They had been traveling in a straight line since leaving their camp. Or straight enough that she couldn’t tell if it hadn’t been laser straight or slightly curved. Behind her, Oz was looking just as confused as she felt. Neither he nor the others had turned to follow, still moving forward on their original path. “Irulon?”

The princess didn’t respond straight away. Having lost her position in her book thanks to the sudden movements of Musca, she slid the tome into the saddlebag before staring around. Her eyes started straight ahead of where they were now moving toward before turning to the side to observe their old path. Turning slightly, she looked down at Musca then back at Izsha. During the few seconds she was turned back, Alyssa caught a glimpse of her eyes—once again all black except for those thin white lines. “I think,” Irulon said, “they smelled something. And if it is food, I am going to be extremely displeased. I’m speaking to you, Musca.” Balling her fist, she tapped Musca on the back of its neck with enough force that it bordered on being a punch.

The draken didn’t like that. Musca kept moving forward, but it turned its head to the side, snapping at the air. It continued forward, increasing its speed. Izsha sped up to keep pace, feet hammering into the ground far harder than before. The formerly smooth ride turned to something a bit less comfortable as Alyssa found herself holding on to the edges of the saddle just like Irulon was. Once again, Alyssa couldn’t help but wish the designers had added some handlebars to the saddle.

Pulling out her binoculars, Alyssa tried to see for herself what they might be heading toward. Night vision combined with binoculars was really something special. She could see perfectly, even in places that she shouldn’t be able to. For example, one of the pillaring rock formations had a heavy overhang that, with normal lighting, would be cast in a heavy shadow. Alyssa could see every detail of the stone inside. She had already dismissed the reason why everyone didn’t use Night Vision, but it made her wonder why everyone with the ability didn’t always wander around with the spell active. Perhaps it had long-term detrimental effects on vision. Something to ask Irulon about before using it constantly.

As for where the draken were now headed, Alyssa couldn’t see much of anything but dirt and sagebrush. She couldn’t actually see all that far. The desert was relatively flat, save for the jutting rock formations, but it wasn’t flat enough. Even with the minor elevation from being on Izsha, it was nowhere near the distance she could see from the walls of Lyria. The city was almost on a hill of its own, giving it a great view of its surroundings.

She just about put her binoculars down, but stopped when she saw it. At first, she thought it was just a small mound of dirt out on the horizon. Except it had long strands at both ends. Dark, thin strings. It took her a minute, but as soon as her mind made the connection, it clicked. The strands were hair. A dark mane ran down the neck and a tail sprouted from the opposite end.

“A horse.”

Irulon glanced back momentarily, eyed the binoculars, then turned back forward. “Hm. Any sign of our wayward captain?”

“I don’t think so. The horse looks dead… or sleeping. It isn’t moving either way. I don’t see anyone else around it.”

“Is it breathing?”

“Too far to tell.”

“This is a lot closer than I would have expected to find a toppled horse. The fairy must have been pushing it as hard as it could go.”

“Are there no feral horse packs living in the desert that this might be from?”

“Too much of a coincidence to find one randomly in the same direction we were chasing the fairy and captain.” Irulon looked back much further than she had before, nearly turning fully in the saddle. “Inform the guild of what lies in this direction. If they do not wish to follow, that is fine. The draken will catch up to them after we have inspected the area.” Looking forward once again, she snapped out a simple command. “Musca!”

The draken underneath the princess jumped ahead, barely getting off the ground but managing to put all its energy into the horizontal movement. At the same time, Izsha started to slow and turn back toward Oz and the other horse mounted knights. Oz, noticing her approach first, angled his horse slightly in her direction while slowing down. The other two brought their horses to a dead stop.

“Where is Princess Irulon headed?” Oz called out as soon as they were close enough. “If she continues in that direction too long, she’s going to run into a hive.”

“The draken smelled a downed horse in this direction,” she said, thumbing over her shoulder. “It might be the one we’re looking for. If you want, you can continue toward the commune. The draken should be able to catch up after we’ve inspected the area. I or Irulon will send a Message if a trail leads off anywhere but the direction of the commune.”

“That’s the horse that was carrying your pet fairy and the guard captain?”

“Probably. I could barely see it even with my binoculars. Hence the inspection.”

“You let Princess Irulon go off alone to where we suspect a fairy might be?” He sounded upset now. Not angry, but agitated and worried.

And for a moment, Alyssa started. But… “If I can throw off a fairy’s control, I’m sure Irulon can.” Unless that was yet another weird quirk of magic that interacted with her. Except it couldn’t be. Irulon’s older brother had broken free from a fairy much faster than Alyssa had back on the Brechen Overlook. If he could do it, surely Irulon could. She had a whole dragon shoved in her head to help out.

“Even if you and she can,” he said, pointing a finger. “What about your… lovely scaled friends?” He pulled back his hand to pat his horse on the side of its neck halfway through speaking. Both of them looked rather nervous all of a sudden. The horse even reared back, forcing Oz to take hold of the reins and whisper into its ear.

Sitting behind Izsha’s head, Alyssa couldn’t see what the draken was doing, but it clearly had an effect. Regarding Oz’s question, she honestly didn’t know the answer. Irulon would have presumably considered such a thing. In fact, it might even be the reason they were using draken rather than horses. Alyssa couldn’t imagine a horse having more mental fortitude than the obviously intelligent monsters. Thinking about it now, she was actually more worried that Oz and the rest of the guild might fall prey to a fairy well before Alyssa or Irulon or even the draken. They had been the ones worried when Alyssa showed up with one in her pocket.

Then again, they knew they were going after a fairy commune. Surely the guild wouldn’t have selected people too susceptible to a fairy’s control. Perhaps Lumen had some magic that would keep their minds safe and they just hadn’t had the time to cast it when Alyssa popped in unexpectedly with one in tow. That made far more sense than the guild sending a bunch of rookies to get themselves eaten.

Alyssa started to ask, but Oz started talking first.

“We better make sure the princess doesn’t come to harm. It isn’t our job, but I doubt we’ll get much prestige if we let her run off into an ant hive on her own.”

“I’ll head back with Izsha and make sure she doesn’t do anything foolish.” Using the stirrups, Alyssa pushed herself just a little higher in the saddle to see around Oz. Both of his companions were stalled a fair distance back. It was possible that they could hear from their position, but also possible that they couldn’t. She wasn’t exactly shouting, after all. “If you want to inform your friends for me… I don’t think they like me too much.”

He glanced back himself with a bit of a grimace. “That stunt you pulled with the fairy did not impress them. And how you cast spells. And the company you keep,” he added, flicking his eyes downward to the draken. “Lumen is under the impression that you’re a monster trying to deceive the princess into… she actually hasn’t figured out the rest of your dastardly plan just yet.”

Alyssa just rolled her eyes. Really. A monster. What else is new. Part of her wondered exactly what kind of monster everyone kept thinking she was. Irulon had considered a lich and a demon at the very least, but she hadn’t a clue what anyone else thought. “Well I’m not. If anything, I’m the one being dragged around by the princess. I didn’t want to come on this stupid trip. No offense intended. But the only reason I’m here is because I feel a little responsible for what happened to Oxart.”

“You don’t need to complain to me. I believe you, though I also believe that you are incredibly foolish. Hopefully this fairy thing has given you a little wake up call. Not a big enough one, obviously, because you’ve still got that mimic. You do still have her somewhere, right?”

“Somewhere.” She couldn’t answer any more specifically than that as she didn’t know exactly where. But Kasita was somewhere on her person. “Kasita has saved my life at least four times. Maybe more? If she is planning to betray me at my weakest or something, she’s definitely doing a very poor job of it.”

“Just be careful. And don’t…” His eyes flicked down to Izsha again before he shook his head. “Catch up to the princess. We’ll be along as fast as our horses allow.”

“Right.” Glancing down at Izsha’s back, Alyssa said, “Irulon and Musca have a decent head start. Think you can get to the horse first?”

Izsha turned her head just enough for one of the draken’s eyes to meet hers.

“No. Wait. They’re too far. I wasn’t serious. It was a joke. Not—”

Never before had Alyssa regretted opening her big mouth more than now. Hoping that the dragon hide would protect her arms and chest from Izsha’s spikes, she grabbed hold of the smooth sides of the draken’s neck.

Just in time.

Its tail whipped around as muscles coiled in its legs. The dinosaur jumped, crossing a football field of desert in seconds.

Alyssa kept her mouth clamped shut, not wanting to bite off her tongue. The wind rushing past her face made her squeeze her eyes shut. Her hands were wrapped so tight around Izsha that some tiny rational portion of her mind worried over strangling the draken. A slightly larger portion of her mind calmly explained to the first that the draken would stop if it passed out, so hold on tighter.

The rest of her mind screamed.

Izsha was clearly taking the challenge as just that, a challenge.

It didn’t take long for the rush of wind to die down to normal levels. She hadn’t fallen off. She hadn’t died. Yet it still took a bit of courage to actually open her eyes.

Amazingly enough, despite feeling like she had been flying at the speed of sound, Alyssa found herself still in the desert. In fact, they hadn’t traveled that far at all. Further than where she had left Irulon by far, but not far enough. Alyssa could see Irulon and Musca up ahead, the former already sliding off the latter’s saddle.

Izsha made a small whining noise. Not the first sound Alyssa had heard it make, but possibly the most pronounced and obvious in meaning.

Pushing herself back from the sharp scales that ran down the back of Izsha’s head, and being very glad that she hadn’t slammed her face into them, Alyssa patted the draken. “I’m sorry. I spent too long talking. Maybe next time.”

With another disappointed groan, Izsha started trotting forward. It wasn’t moving as fast as it had been, but Alyssa wasn’t going to complain about being a minute or two behind Irulon. Glancing behind her, Alyssa just about dropped her jaw.

Oz and company were just tiny little dots on the horizon, looking about as big as the toppled horse had from when Alyssa first spotted it. Even riding full speed, they would probably not be here for another ten minutes. She could not believe how fast Izsha had moved in what felt like only a few seconds. Maybe it had been longer than that, she hadn’t exactly timed it, but they couldn’t have been running and jumping for more than a two minutes.

If she and Irulon weren’t intentionally going slowly to keep the guild nearby, just how much faster could they have gone? Could they have caught up with Oxart before stopping for the day?

Probably not, actually. Maintaining that speed for any distance was sure to wear the draken down. They weren’t bulky with fatty stores of energy. And, if they had caught up to Oxart, things might not have turned out so well as Alyssa had been practically falling asleep at the time.

Reaching the downed horse, Alyssa dismounted. She was getting fairly competent at getting on and off Izsha, no doubt thanks to Izsha helping out with minor shifts in its body position. Regardless, she managed to get to the ground without any trouble.

“Its description matches the one given by the gate guards,” Irulon said before Alyssa’s boots hit dirt. “It isn’t dead, but I imagine that fairy forced it to run at top speed the moment it left Lyria. No rests. No stops at any waterholes. I would estimate that it managed to run at top speed for only thirty minutes, slowed down over time past that, and eventually collapsed here between four and six hours ago.”

“You can tell that precisely, huh?”

“There is a certain amount of guessing involved, but yes.” Irulon walked around the horse, which Alyssa now noted was breathing at a rate that she might find worrying. If she knew more about horses, that worry might have increased or decreased, but she didn’t. The whole time Irulon moved, she kept her eyes locked on the ground. “Wind has disturbed the dirt here, but not enough that I cannot make out tracks. It looks as if a human limped off in that direction,” Irulon said, pointing roughly where they had been traveling before taking the detour to the horse. “The limp may be explained through the horse collapsing while the rider was still on its back. All saddlebags are gone and we know from the gate guards that there were some, so I would assume our missing captain has provisions.”

“A limp is good as long as she isn’t too injured. It should slow her down. How far is the fairy oasis?”

“At the rate we are traveling, we should reach it in roughly a day and a half of travel time, not including any rests, camps, and other breaks.”

“So on foot and with a limp at that, she can’t have gone too far. Relatively, at least.”

“No. If we wish to save Captain Oxart, now would be an optimal time to find her. The fairy won’t have support of its kind and the captain will be exhausted given that she likely hadn’t slept while riding.”

Glancing back to the horses, Alyssa said, “Let’s tell them what’s going on then split up to search? Have any plans for that?”

“Follow the tracks then use the draken’s sense of smell to narrow it down further. We should endeavor to keep the horses and possibly the others out of the fairy’s range or we risk losing it again.”

That made Alyssa raise an eyebrow, thinking about what she had considered just a few minutes ago. “Are they going to be a problem if we encounter fairies?”

“I imagine Lumen won’t have an issue, but I am unsure about the other two. Lumen should be able to apply Mental Fortitude to both, but it doesn’t last forever, so they won’t have it on permanently. If they are caught by surprise, things could go poorly for us.”

So they did have a spell. Still worrying. She would have to keep an eye out for any fairies. Kasita too, though Kasita had already proved that she might not be able to handle a fairy influencing her. Maybe it was a bad idea to give her desecrate spells while they needed other spells to protect from fairies. As long as it was just the one, Alyssa and Irulon could handle it. Once they got closer to the fairy commune, it might be best to have a talk with Kasita bout that. Though she really didn’t want to. The mimic had looked so happy while explaining her reasoning for picking the spell.

Ah well. Oxart first. Fairy second. Commune third.

            

    
        017.008 Into the Desert - Quiet Pillars

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa scanned the horizon, searching for any sign of Oxart. She looked through her binoculars, slowly dragging them from her left to her right. Deserts really were uninteresting. Maybe she was being unfair. Surely some people would like to go on a hike through a desert like this. Her brother or even her dad, for two examples. But not her. When hiking or camping, Alyssa definitely preferred a forest.

Of course, it didn’t help that she wasn’t here on vacation. Taking a leisurely stroll through the desert would change her outlook drastically. Without the pressure of mind controlling fairies, captains about to be eaten, and traveling companions who may or may not be too friendly, she might even find the desert relaxing in a very hot and somewhat uncomfortable sort of way. Though it wouldn’t be perfect.

Sighing, Alyssa lowered her binoculars just long enough to turn fully toward a larger… it wasn’t a mountain. It was a rock formation, but it was a huge one. One that did not look naturally formed in the slightest. So maybe not a rock formation but a rock structure built by alien hands. There were at least ten pillars jutting out of the otherwise relatively flat landscape. The tallest of which was right in the center. All of them joined into a larger mound made from the same not-rock material. Alyssa honestly couldn’t tell what it was, but guessed that it was more of compacted dirt than true stone. The entire structure, pillars and mound, was riddled with holes. Little windows, though if she got closer, she guessed that most of them would be larger than they looked. At least big enough to let her through without ducking. Maybe big enough to let her and Izsha through together.

In those little windows, Alyssa could see movement. Even with night vision making everything look like daytime, the distance made it difficult to tell what that movement was. But every now and again, something popped out of those holes enough to get at least a brief glimpse. Especially when she wasn’t looking. If she turned her binoculars fast enough, she could make out one of the things before it hid itself.

Pho had been somewhat of a strange thing. The bee girl from the Waterhole looked human so long as one didn’t look too hard. Rather, her silhouette looked human so long as that was all that could be seen. No one would mistake her for anything else once they noticed her joints being in just the wrong place, or her shiny black carapace, or her stiff face with compound eyes. Or those wings, torn and ruined though they had been.

These things she kept catching brief glimpses of had to be the ant people Oz had mentioned. Which meant that spire structure was their hive. They looked similar to Pho, though she hadn’t seen wings on any of them yet. Didn’t queen ants have wings? She felt like she had read something like that before. Those she spotted were almost solid black or brown, though the brown might have been dirt. It was hard to tell without getting closer. But they were person sized and shaped as far as Alyssa could tell—except for the second set of arms directly below their regular set.

Seeing them just made Alyssa shake her head. It really hammered home just how strange the whole concept of monsters was. They were just people that looked like animals and insects! Mostly. Kasita, obviously, was a bit different. Dragons probably were too. That medusa head inside the Observatorium’s display case indicated that there might be some other things out there. Medusa herself looked human with a bit of snake thrown on, but there were plenty of mythological creatures that were distinctly inhuman. If those were all real here, who knew what she might run across.

Turning to the giant lizard beside her, Alyssa sighed. “Smell any fairies or captains?”

Izsha let out a hefty snort, shaking its head at the same time. Alyssa took that as a negative. It was a shame that the draken couldn’t form human words. She probably wouldn’t have been quite so frightened of them at the start. Izsha had certainly grown on her after realizing just how much the draken was helping her with riding and mounting and dismounting. Musca… not so much. She was glad Irulon was the one in charge of that particular monster.

“Alright,” Alyssa said. “Let’s get back to the others. Shame we couldn’t find the captain, but they should probably be informed that the hive is watching us.”

Hopefully that wouldn’t be a problem. They were ants, not dragons, but that didn’t mean that Alyssa wanted to try fighting them. There were probably a lot of them, after all. A quick web search showed that ants killed around thirty people a year. And those were regular tiny Earth ants. People sized ones… She shuddered a little, hopping onto Izsha’s back.

The moment she was properly seated in the saddle, Izsha turned and jumped. It wasn’t quite as fast as during that momentary race, but it was fast enough that Alyssa once again leaned forward and grabbed Izsha’s neck. The draken didn’t seem to mind and she had discovered that the dragon hide armor was more than up to the task of protecting against the spiked scales. So long as she leaned slightly to the side to keep her face away from Izsha’s back, it was actually not that bad a position. Nothing she would want to maintain for any length of time, but for the short bursts of speed Izsha occasionally performed, it was better than trying to hold on to the lip of the saddle.

Even from her position a football field or two ahead of the others, it didn’t take long to get back to them on Izsha. When not running wild, Izsha could move incredibly smoothly. Like flying, almost. Or so Alyssa imagined, having never flown outside an airplane. It did, however, make her wish that she had a motorcycle helmet. Something to keep the bite of the wind out of her face. Unfortunately, even if she returned home, there wouldn’t be anything there to help her. No one in her family rode a motorcycle. Her sunglasses helped a little. She was quite glad that they were the kind that fit tightly to head, being sunglasses made for sports, rather than large aviators or something of similar design. Those would have probably flown off in the rush of wind.

Although she did feel like she belonged in an eighties music video. Luckily, wearing her sunglasses at night did almost nothing while she had Night Vision active.

It didn’t take long at all to get from the gentle hill she had been surveying the land from to the lower valley where the others were waiting. Oxart’s tracks faded into obscurity right in this valley. The ground became more firm for some geological reason that Alyssa didn’t have the experience to understand. A light wind had picked up in the last hour, helping to disturb what little impressions were on the ground.

Lumen and Irulon were off to one side, discussing with one another what magic they had between them that might help to further narrow down the search. Musca had its face to the ground, sniffing around like it was some kind of bloodhound. Oz and Catal were tending to the horses a short distance away from the rest.

Izsha stopped roughly between the two groups, letting Alyssa speak at a relatively normal volume. “No sign of the captain. That hive was watching me the entire time I was up there. I didn’t see any of the ants actually come out, but if they have tunnels around, we should probably be a little worried.”

“We won’t remain here for long,” Irulon said without looking up from the notebook she was scribbling in. “So long as we don’t get closer to the hive, they will likely not initiate hostilities.”

Oz crossed his arms as a frown worked its way across his face. “What if the fairy dragged her off to the hive?”

Irulon’s shoulders rose and lowered in a light shrug. “Well, you can’t save them all. I have quite an impressive opinion of myself, but I would still be wary of assaulting an entire hive. There could be a million of those things just beneath our feet.”

While Oz nodded as if the princess had just said something sensible, Alyssa glanced down at her feet. A million of them? She didn’t know how strong they were or whether they had any capacity for magic or weapons, but she could picture a tide of them rolling over this spot. They wouldn’t need weapons if they just trampled her to death.

“I do not believe that the fairy would have sought out refuge at the hive,” Irulon continued. “Fairies are tolerated but not well liked by most monsters for reasons that should be all too obvious. The fairy could mesmerize anything that came near it, true, but the ants have ranged weaponry. We should find out where Oxart is soon enough,” she said, pulling free the sheet of paper she had been writing on.

Alyssa eyed the slightly oversized card with a certain feeling of trepidation. The princess favored Fractal based spells. So far, only one Fractal spell seemed fine and that was the invisibility spell. Every other spell either had something go wrong or had fairly debilitating side effects. Luckily for her, there was absolutely no reason for anyone other than Irulon to be the one to cast it. “Is that Fractal Vision?”

“The spell my counterparts created?” Irulon shook her head. “I don’t have their memories and don’t know exactly how they created it. I could likely recreate it based on the exact effects you told me about, but it doesn’t seem as useful in this exact situation. Besides, you said it was faulty, was it not?”

She had a picture of the spell that she now realized she should probably show to Irulon, but for now, she just nodded her head. “You—or your clones—insisted that it would not teleport me anywhere yet it did.”

“That could just be you, but I’d rather not take the chance. Teleportation would be sub-optimal under these circumstances. Unlikely though it might be, if the fairy did enter the hive, whoever used the spell would likely be torn apart before relaying any useful information back to the rest of us. Which would probably be me. I came plenty close to dying already. I think that’s enough for one lifetime.”

Alyssa had no arguments against that. She felt much the same way. Except, she wasn’t certain that she had come all that close to dying. At least, she hadn’t wound up injured at all. If the gaunt or the shadow assassins had gotten their hands on her, that would have quickly changed, but she felt she had gotten off easy compared to her fight with the Taker.

“Protect me should anything happen. This should only take two to five minutes.” Before anyone could ask what was only going to take five minutes, Irulon raised the card. “Retrograde Cognition.”

Irulon wobbled and toppled the moment she spoke the words. Apparently having expected this, Lumen caught Irulon and slowly lowered her down to the ground where she lay breathing but unmoving. And her eyes were closed. Sleeping? Hopefully she would wake much easier than she had earlier. Alyssa couldn’t help but wonder: If she had known this was going to happen, why hadn’t Irulon just sat down in the first place. That went far beyond a simple trust fall—something Alyssa had never trusted in the first place.

Now that Irulon was on the ground and asleep, Alyssa felt a chill go down her spine. If her life were a movie, this would definitely be the part where one of their party was incapacitated and they had to fight off a horde of unrelenting monsters from over the horizon. Glancing back to where she had just come from, Alyssa frowned. The hill was placed just such that it obscured the tall peaks of the hive’s pillars. Which really didn’t reassure her in the slightest.

Fingers tight around the grip of her pistol, Alyssa kept her eyes glued on the hilltop. She wasn’t sure what she thought a dozen shots would do against a million ants. Even unloading every bit of ammo she had on her, there would still be a million ants left over. The deck of cards she had contained a few fire-based spells which might help, but help was an extremely relative word. Casting every spell she had along with emptying her guns, she still wouldn’t put a dent in one million ants.

It was easy to see why Irulon didn’t want to fight them.

If she saw the slightest movement from the top of the hill, she would grab Irulon using a combination of Spectral Chains and Levitate, and then run. Hopefully the others would jump on their horses. No one would like it, certainly, but better than being torn apart by ants.

“So.”

Alyssa jumped, yelping slightly. She was extremely glad her pistol had its safety on. Turning, she scowled at Oz while clutching her chest. Admittedly, it wasn’t really his fault. She was wound up tighter than she could remember. It was the anticipation of something horrible happening.

“What?” Oz said, frowning at her.

“What do you mean, what? That’s my question. What are you doing?” Alyssa paused, taking in a deep, calming breath of air. “Nearly gave me a heart attack…” she mumbled.

Oz didn’t respond for a moment, eying her less with anger and more with worry. “Are you alright?”

“Fine. Just fine. When you came up, I was imagining a million ants rolling down the hill, trampling us to death.”

“Ah. Shouldn’t need to worry too much about that. Most insect species are not typically aggressive unless they believe their hives are in danger. Bee monsters are almost friendly, believe it or not, though don’t tell Lumen I said that. She’s a little funny about insects.”

“Friendly? You say that after all the crap you’ve talked about Kasita?”

“Woah,” he said, holding up his hands and taking a step back. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m not going to go pick one up and cart it around in my bag all day.” Alyssa did not miss the way his eyes flicked down to her satchel. “I’m just saying that, if I’m in a forest running from something scary, I’ll head to a bee hive over a minotaur warren and hope for the best any day of the week. Assuming those were the only two choices, of course. I would rather avoid monsters entirely if at all possible.”

Alyssa shook her head. She considered not saying anything, but decided there wasn’t much point given her obvious association with Kasita. “I don’t think monsters are as evil as everyone seems to think they are. Some of them, sure, they might be trouble more often than not. I’ve never encountered a shadow assassin that wasn’t under the control of a fairy, but I can’t imagine they earned a name like that by being cute fluffy bunnies. And gaunts might be too… alien to interact with properly, aside from the fact that they apparently go dormant for years at a time. And fairies… I’m not sure what to think. I was honestly going to help the stupid thing out of the city but then it stabbed me in the back!” Oz nodded at that, not disagreeing, though he didn’t look too happy. But Alyssa wasn’t done. “I met a harpy on the way to Lyria. It was friendly. It even tried to give me a fish for breakfast. And elves? What’s wrong with elves? They’re blue humans with pointed ears.”

He shook his head before brushing back a lock of red hair. Oz didn’t have long hair, but it did hang down to his eyebrows when it wasn’t pushed back over the top of his head. It actually looked a bit like he had styling gel keeping it in place, but knowing that there probably wasn’t gel in this world, it was certainly grease and sweat. A lot of grease. Alyssa tried not to think about that too much. She wasn’t much better given that they had just ridden through a desert. Even at night, it was fairly warm.

After staring at her for a minute more, he said, “You’re serious aren’t you. I know you’re not from around here, but Tenebrael’s tits, you can’t be that ignorant.” He paused for another moment before continuing. “Genocidal blue monsters,” he said. “You’ve seen the slaves around the city? Most of them were captured in the last war. That’s not some ancient history. It was only ten years ago.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together, thinking. Another war. First the Juno Federation then the elves? “On average, how many wars does Lyria have every decade or so?”

Oz shrugged, shaking his head again. This time, less in disbelief and more in uncertainty. Which, she thought, might be because of my question more than anything. If someone had asked her how many wars America got into every ten years, she wouldn’t be able to answer either. Technically zero. The last time the United States declared war had been back during World War Two. But there were soldiers in plenty of countries all around the world. Not to mention the Vietnam War, the Korean War, the Gulf War, and so on.

Did something like the Fortress of Pandora count as being in war at all times? If it really was assaulted regularly by monsters, maybe. Or maybe she was just being overly pedantic about what exactly a war was.

A low groan from Irulon pulled her attention away from her thoughts. Alyssa let out a sigh of relief at seeing Irulon stir. Oz had been a somewhat welcome distraction from her clearly unwarranted worries. Not a single ant had poked its head over the horizon. Anticlimactic? Maybe. But her life had been far too climactic as of late.

Sometimes, she wished she would have just stayed in Teneville and learned how to be a proper carpenter. She would never get home had she done so, but she also wouldn’t have fireballs flying at her head on the regular. Or ants tearing her apart.

Holding her forehead, Irulon sat up with Lumen’s help. Her eyes were foggy, glassy, and highly dilated, though that mostly went away after blinking a few times. “That,” she said in a low tone, “was distinctly unpleasant.”

“Did it work?” Lumen asked, voice soft and quiet to the point where Alyssa had trouble hearing her from not far away.

Irulon winced. “Please don’t shout at me. I can hear you well enough.”

“Uh…” Lumen looked over, finding a shrugging Oz and Catal with his bushy eyebrows raised. She even chanced a glance at Alyssa, who could only offer a confused hum.

“But yes, it did work. There are good and bad elements in the information I’ve gained.” Irulon slowly got to her feet with Lumen assisting. The former used the latter’s arm as a crutch to keep from wobbling too much. That spell clearly had taken a little something out of the princess. Hopefully nothing permanent. “The good part is that our missing captain did not venture closer to the hive. We have no need to agitate the ants.”

That was a relief. As bad as Alyssa felt for being at least partially responsible for Oxart’s current circumstances, there was a definite line in the ground regarding what she could do about it. And that line came well before charging into a hive filled with one million angry ants. As Irulon had said earlier, sorry, but there wasn’t much they could do about it.

Still, there was bad news to go along with this good news. Irulon sure was taking her sweet time getting to it. Alyssa felt a little bad for Irulon’s current state, but at the same time, she wanted to get the information and get moving as soon as possible. Preferably in a direction that did not bring her closer to the hive.

“Unfortunately, both Oxart and the fairy with her made contact with a small group of humans. Both were captured with little difficulty—they used some sort of smoke to subdue the fairy. I believe that smoke is what confused the draken’s sense of smell as well.”

“A white and sort of misty smoke?” Alyssa asked.

Grimacing, Irulon nodded.

“The Society of the Burning Shadow used that both times I saw them controlling fairies. So those humans probably belong to them.”

“I presumed as much. They appeared to be surveying the hive prior to noticing the captain. Which is something that has me worried given the events of last night and the week prior.” She turned her eyes, which were looking much better than they had immediately after she woke up, to Alyssa. “They left by horseback approximately thirty minutes ago. You and I would be able to catch up in short order with the assistance of the draken. Are you ready to fight three individuals?”

Alyssa swallowed a bit of a dry lump in her throat. That was the whole reason she had come here. Not to fight Society members specifically, but to rescue Oxart. Leaving her in the hands of the Society would likely see her tortured and killed before too long. Especially once they realized that she was from the city they were attacking. They would probably not do so immediately, wanting to know why she had ended up here in the desert with a fairy that was supposed to be attacking the palace, but it would be soon almost certainly. But…

If Irulon couldn’t fight with her, she wasn’t sure what she could do. Three people wasn’t more than she had fought the night before, but the gaunt had attracted more than its fair share of attention from them. It also wasn’t more than she had encountered on the Brechen Overlook, and she had run off there without thinking about how dangerous it could have been. But Tzheitza had been with her at the time.

Kasita was with her now and had been at the Brechen Overlook. The mimic, if given a handful of cards, could be quite the force to be reckoned with in Alyssa’s opinion. She just wasn’t sure that she wanted to test her opinion in live combat. Even just thinking about it as combat was giving her cold feet.

“What about you?” Alyssa said. “Are you alright? You’re looking unsteady.”

Irulon pushed herself away from Lumen, standing on her own. She straightened her back and locked on to Alyssa’s eyes. “I will be fine. The rest of you follow as fast as you are able. Between two Rank Six arcanists, I do not foresee these three being a problem, but I would prefer there be no surprises. I’ve brushed with death far too close for my liking at their hands once. It would be remiss to be unprepared. They may have Recall available or reinforcements closer than I expect. Any questions?” She looked around, meeting the eyes of everyone for several seconds before moving on to the next person. When she looked over all three and none spoke, she nodded her head. “Good.”

            

    
        018.001 Interlude - Oz

    
    
    
    
                Being on watch was not the most interesting of jobs around. A necessary one without a doubt. Even if this small section of the desert wasn’t called home by any monsters—something the map agreed on, though things could have changed since it was last updated a year ago—it could still be hunting grounds or just in the way of some small group of monsters walking around. Not to mention possible threats from other humans that might be in the area. It was vital that someone be awake and alert enough to warn the others of anything coming.

That wasn’t just true for little expeditions like theirs. Technically, the city guard were on watch at all hours of the day. It was the exact same thing, if on a much larger scale. They had it a little different in that the city was right next to them, ready to supply them with all the backup they could need. And they had fortifications rather than dirt and rock. And a variety of food rather than travel provisions. And… pretty much anything they could possibly need or want. But in basic principles, it was exactly the same as what Oz was doing.

Well, not exactly.

Oz leaned forward and blew a harsh breath of air over a little lump of wood. Shavings flew off, disappearing almost entirely as they merged with the dirt. Inspecting his work so far, he frowned. The face that stared back at him just wasn’t quite horrifying enough. The fangs were too short. The ears were too long. The snarl… actually, he liked the snarl so far. Unfortunately, he couldn’t fix the fangs. That was the problem with carving. If too much got mistakenly chopped off, it would never come back. The ears could be fixed, however. As Oz brought his knife around to start shaving off long strips of wood, he idly wondered how the city guard could stand being on watch for half the day at a time. While some of them surely found other ways of occupying themselves, they were supposed to remain alert at all times.

A sharp cracking noise in the air made him drop both knife and carving. Oz sprung to his feet, eyes searching as he drew his sword. It didn’t take long to spot the source of the noise. A desert jackalope. The bunny-like creature gnawed at the same withered tree that he had stolen the hunk of wood from. Stupid animal, he thought with a shake of his head. Bending to pick up his knife and carving, his relief turned to mild resentment.

The whole ear was off! He must have chopped it right off when the stupid jackalope startled him. It could have been worse. He could have chopped a whole finger off. But… He sighed. It had problems, but he was getting much better at carving as of late. Maybe he could claim that it was intentional? Some sort of battle wound. Or maybe not. Glancing up at the sky, he did a quick estimation of the time. It would be nightfall soon. Not enough time to do much more work on it before it would be time to pack up and head out. And his hands were still a little shaky from the sudden excitement.

Groaning, he picked up the carving and chucked it at the jackalope. It didn’t hit, but it landed close enough to give it a little scare. He watched a moment, picking up and sheathing his knife as the bunny hopped away.

Sword already out and nerves a little jittery, Oz decided to work out a bit of his frustrations through a quick training session.

He started slow, just swinging the sword in regular, practiced movements. Sometimes, jumping into training without a bit of warming up gave him a bit of muscle pain. Wanting to avoid that, he limbered up first.

Then he saw it. His imaginary enemy! Its claw was already coming for him, but he was too fast. Jump to the side! Slash!

It was reeling! Pressing his advantage, Oz stepped forward, thrusting to try to pierce its tough hide. But it caught his sword! Oh no! Back up! Wrench the sword free and twist!

Just in time to avoid that strike. Why am I so good? he thought with a tight grin, eying the imaginary monster. It was sizing him up as well, looking for weaknesses it would never find. For a moment, neither moved.

A tense moment passed.

As if by some unspoken agreement, both moved at once.

Thrust! Slash! Roll back to avoid its foot! Dash to the side and strike!

The claws came at him. Too fast! Oz stumbled back, avoiding the sharp points that would surely have punctured even his legendary armor in favor of being hit by the flat of the beast’s paws. Of the two options, one would have been certain death, the other, merely a setback.

A setback that provided an opening! He dashed to the side, feinting a wide slash only to twist his wrist into a quick thrust. His blade sank into the beast’s flank, perfectly positioned to skewer its heart.

The thing tried to strike at him, but it was already losing too much strength. He didn’t even need to try to dodge, merely watch as the light in its vicious eyes faded. Pulling out his sword, he sighed in contentment.

That had been a fairly decent workout. It certainly had worked up quite the sweat. Feeling much better about himself, he sheathed his sword and headed over to the little waterhole to clean up a bit. Rolling around on the ground had gotten both him and his gear a bit dirty. He probably could have avoided that, but it wouldn’t have been as fun. Still, he was pleased with his imaginary duel.

A bit of noise from the tent just about had him reaching for his sword again, but it was only Lumen and Alyssa. Nothing to worry over. He felt a bit of tightening in his stomach at wondering how much they saw before deciding that it didn’t really matter. It had just been training. Nothing strange about that. Lumen stepped around Alyssa, headed toward him. The other girl stayed at the entrance for a moment before disappearing back inside the tent’s folds.

“Lumen, how are you this fine…” Oz glanced up at the sky before looking back to his lovely companion. “Evening? Have a nice sleep?”

“I hate being on middle watch. You get such precious little sleep, get woken up, then can’t get back to sleep.”

“We’ll rotate. I’ll take middle tonight. Catal can take tomorrow.” Though, if he were being honest, he would rather not take middle watch. As she had said, it was easily the worst shift.

“And what about the fairy woman and the princess? They going to pull their weight around here?”

That wasn’t a question Oz could answer. Maybe he had been a bit hasty in asking a complete unknown to travel with him on what was bound to be a dangerous mission—even if they only performed the reconnaissance aspects and not the commune destruction part. Of course, he had asked her long before he had known about that whole fairy business. Not the best judgment on Alyssa’s part, but at least she seemed remorseful. That was better than most people. In fact, the only reason she was here was likely to make amends for getting that guard captain mixed up in all this.

Still, that showed good character. If only Lumen could see that as well.

“I’ll talk to them,” he said after a moment of silence. Turning away from Lumen, he scooped up a pot of water and headed over to the campfire they had going. They wouldn’t always be able to have a fire. They were traveling light. That meant no wood aside from what they could scrounge up. That wasn’t to say that they would be without heat. Lumen was an accomplished arcanist and the princess was one of only three Rank Six arcanists in the city.

But there was just something soothing about having a real fire going. One that he could tend to himself, if necessary. Not to mention, it was rare that they have a fire at all. The light typically attracted everything in the vicinity. Enemies, monsters, and moths. He shuddered slightly at the thought. But, since they were making camp during the day and traveling at night, there was no need to hide the flames. That meant warm meals. Which, aside from middle watch, was one of the worst parts about traveling away from civilization.

While Lumen walked off to get some privacy, Oz started heating up some breakfast for himself, Catal, and Lumen. He wondered if he should also fix something up for Princess Irulon and Alyssa before deciding against it. The princess had said that they brought their own provisions with them. He wasn’t about to go near those draken to rummage through their packs.

Looking up, he double-checked that they were still sleeping right where they had been when he woke up for watch. They were, thankfully. He wasn’t sure what he would do if they started wandering about, but he definitely didn’t want to deal with them if at all possible. He had always tried to be somewhat neutral on the eccentricities of the second prince, but being this close to them? He could understand completely the outcries of the people.

“She was watching you, you know.”

Oz started at Lumen’s voice, nearly spilling boiling leaf juice all over himself. He glanced behind to find Lumen staring at… At Alyssa, who was currently sneaking around the sleeping draken, apparently just as worried about them as he was. The sight of her tiptoeing made him chuckle, feel bad for laughing, then chuckle again. “What do you mean, watching?”

“Your training.”

“You saw that, did you?”

“I saw enough,” Lumen said with an amused glint in her eye. “She saw more. And she was tense. Had a hand on one of those strange weapons of hers. I thought she was going to attack you.”

“That… is surely a misunderstanding. I don’t think she’s violent.” At the moment, Oz could hardly believe that she had encountered the Taker, let alone fought against him and survived. She was crouched near the packs, slowly and carefully opening them as she looked for whatever she was looking for. Her movements were cautious to the extreme. Her hands practically shook. She clearly did not want to wake the draken.

Which, she was not succeeding at. Behind her back, the draken that Alyssa had been riding had its eye open, watching her. Since it didn’t seem to be doing anything more than watch her, Oz didn’t say anything. If he startled her and she made a loud noise, it or its counterpart might just attack on reflex.

“I still don’t believe she’s human.”

“The princess trusts her well enough.”

“Irulon should know better,” Lumen said, taking a seat on the ground next to him. Her voice came out in whispers, probably not wanting to be overheard by the princess or Alyssa. “You don’t know. You’ve never been through the Observatorium. That woman cast three separate Spectral Chains at the same time without speaking a word. That’s impossible. Irulon knows that.” Leaning back slightly with a scowl on her face, Lumen shot a glare at the sleeping draken. “Bringing monsters along with her. The princess probably knows about that woman being a monster and just hasn’t said anything. And that thing. What does it think it’s doing?”

Oz turned to find out what Lumen was complaining about now. Alyssa sat at a flat rock, holding some small brick in her hands. Except it wasn’t Alyssa. The real one was still getting food from the pack near the draken. That was the mimic. Why it looked so much like Alyssa these days wasn’t a question Oz could answer. It was more than a little creepy, but he hadn’t said anything about it. Except for the occasional warnings to the real Alyssa, but he hadn’t pushed too hard. It was only a mimic, after all.

“Apparently, that mimic has saved Alyssa’s life a few times, Tzheitza’s life, and even Princess Irulon’s life. And the princess saved it as well. I don’t like it, but…” Oz trailed off, glancing around to ensure that nothing was close enough to hear him whispering. “I’d rather have a mimic hanging around than those draken.”

“I’d rather have neither. To be honest? I don’t even want the princess here. She was insufferable when I still regularly attended Observatorium lectures. No one likes her, not student nor administrator. But she’s the princess. So we have to be polite to her or we might wind up with our heads on a pike.”

“She’s also a Rank Six arcanist. So please, try not to offend her. At least not until we’ve destroyed the fairy commune. The bonus for that is half again as much as merely scouting it out. Which is already considerable.”

“Are we splitting it with them? If the princess single handedly destroys the commune, will we be entitled to any of that bonus?”

“Of course we will. Besides, it might be a lot of money to us, but I doubt the royal family is in desperate need for what is likely a paltry amount to them. Did you see that sack of gold Princess Irulon left at Tzheitza’s shop? Sure, it was to pay for the healing potion, but it would probably cover three such potions and the damage you did to the shop. It would pay for this expedition ten times over.”

Lumen didn’t respond. Was she thinking about it? Glancing up from his cooking, he found Lumen scowling again, looking off toward the mimic and Alyssa.

“What is she doing now?” Lumen grumbled under her breath. “Teaching the mimic how to create spells? That is highly illegal. I should have burned her legs off when I had the excuse of a fairy in her satchel. The only reason she got the drop on us is because I was trying to be careful to only injure her a little. You know that, right?”

“So you keep saying,” Oz mumbled as he returned to cooking. “This is almost done. Go wake Catal. You can wake the princess while you’re at it and ask if Alyssa should be dragged back to the city in chains.” He doubted it. From the few interactions he had had with the princess, something gave him the impression that she wouldn’t care or would actively encourage it. Maybe not the latter, at least not publicly. If it got out that the royal family was actively aiding monsters, there would be a great deal of trouble. Likely from the noble houses wanting more power.

Then again… Oz glanced over at the draken. If rumors were correct, the Black Prince had saved them from whatever threat they faced and brought them back to Lyria. He had faced no public repercussions. So maybe Irulon could get away with a mimic. At least the mimic wasn’t going to eat them all in their sleep.

Judging by her scoff, Lumen’s thoughts ran along a similar path. “Catal will wake when he smells this,” she said, completely ignoring the subject of the princess. “And speaking of, thank you, Oz. Your culinary talents are a far cry from the servants back home, but they are adequate enough given our situation and resources.”

That sounded a bit snide, but it was also about as close to a compliment as Lumen was going to give. So he smiled and nodded his head. “You’re welcome.”

It was… decent, he decided after pouring some into a smaller bowl and taking a few sips. Far from the worst food he had ever needed to eat, but still quite a distance from the best. He stared at Alyssa with just a little envy. She was eating some jerky she had pulled from one of her pack’s pockets. She hadn’t cooked it or anything, but meat prepared by the princess was surely loaded with all manner of spices. Not to mention the meat itself, it was surely of an extraordinarily high quality compared to what he had requisitioned from the guild’s storerooms.

Ah well, no sense worrying about it now. Maybe if he played his cards right, he could get himself invited to a meal at the palace! Maybe. The princess didn’t seem to like him all that much. Or rather, she hadn’t liked him while she had been fixing up the mimic. Since starting their expedition, he hadn’t heard a word of complaint levied in his direction. That’s right. She didn’t hate him! She had just been trying to concentrate on the mimic problem and he had foolishly been talking.

He just had to take care not to annoy her while on this expedition. That seemed easy enough. All he had to do was not distract her when she needed to think about something.

“You’ve got an awkward smile on your face again, friend.”

Oz glanced up to find one of the few people he trusted to have his back no matter the situation. “Thought you would never wake up.”

“And miss out on your soup? I hope you remembered to remove the stones this time.”

“That was one time. And I only use that trick in uncooperative villages.”

“Once was more than enough for my poor teeth,” Catal said. The larger man took a seat on the ground, accepting a bowl of the soup when offered. After taking a few sips while nodding and humming like he was enjoying it, he looked over to Oz. “Leaving soon?”

“As soon as we pull down the tent. So eat quick. I bet they’ll want to leave before nightfall. If we want to save Oxart, probably for the best that we get moving sooner rather than later. Looks like Alyssa just went in. To wake Princess Irulon?”

“Mhm.” Catal threw a glance over his shoulder just in time to see the tent’s entrance close behind the woman. He took another sip of his soup before chuckling softly to himself. “Never thought I’d get to say that I slept next to a princess.”

“Please,” Lumen said with a scoff. “You were on the opposite side of the tent.”

“Never thought I’d get to say that I slept in the same room as a princess either,” Catal said with an easygoing shrug. Lumen just scoffed.

For several minutes, none of the three said anything, choosing to enjoy their meal in a peaceful silence. Partially, anyway. It wasn’t completely peaceful nor was it entirely silent. Not long after Alyssa entered the tent, she started shouting. At first, Oz nearly jumped to his feet, ready to dash off and save the princess. But it quickly became apparent just what the shouting was about. He couldn’t help his light snickering.

Alyssa threw open the tent shortly thereafter, looking mixed between amused and upset. She marched away from the tent.

“Having troubles?” Lumen said, unable to keep a snide tone from entering the fringes of her voice.

“Just a princess who is missing her cushy life in the palace, I think.” Alyssa didn’t even look at them as she passed by to the waterhole. She had one of those clear containers that she had been drinking water from in hand, this one empty. It didn’t stay empty for long, however, as she dipped it right into the pool to fill it up. “If this doesn’t wake her, I’ll tie her ankles to Musca.”

“What are you going to do with that?” Oz asked after sharing a quick uncertain glance with his companions.

“Upend it over her head.” Alyssa marched right back to the tent, not even stopping for a chat.

Once again, Oz, Lumen, and Catal all shared a look.

“She’s dead, isn’t she?”

“Completely dead.”

“That solves one of our three problems,” Lumen said with a glare toward the mimic. “Now if only we could convince Irulon to return to the palace.”

“Hold on now. I still want the bonus. Unless your little magic lights can wipe out an entire commune, let’s not tell the princess to go home.”

Her eyes flashed with danger. Oz clamped his mouth shut as her hand drifted toward the pocket she kept her spells in. “Oh, I’ll show you just what I’ve been working on—”

Thankfully, a ruckus from the tent stole her attention. Lots of coughing, lots of sputtering, lots of shouting. This time, the shouts came in two voices. It was a bit difficult to hear what was being said, but the tent hadn’t caught fire so far, so it couldn’t be that bad.

Catal just chuckled, still sipping his soup with a content smile on his face. “If only all our mornings were this peaceful.”
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                “I see them,” Alyssa said, trusting Izsha to keep her in her seat while she focused on the binoculars. Or rather, focused on what she saw through her binoculars. “Just as you said. Three people riding horseback. Looks like Oxart is draped over the one in the middle, unconscious, I think. Maybe dead, but I don’t know why they would carry around a dead body like this. I don’t see the fairy.”

“It is small enough to be easily tucked away in some container or pocket.”

“They don’t appear to have noticed us. All three are riding directly away at a quick pace, but looking somewhat lax. Unworried. Plan?”

“Kill them. Kill them all.”

Alyssa lowered her binoculars to glance to her side. Irulon sat on the back of Musca, eyes locked in the direction they were moving. Her eyes were not currently black and white, but she did stare with an intense focus. She didn’t even blink. As if that would help her see their quarry. Which it wouldn’t.

Without her binoculars, Alyssa could barely see a tiny dot on the edge of the horizon. While Irulon had confirmed that there were a handful of spells capable of offering sight at a distance, she hadn’t cast a single one since Retrograde Cognition. Alyssa couldn’t say why. Being able to see far away was clearly a boon. The princess’ tome might not have any. They probably wouldn’t come in all that handy on an average day in the city, though Alyssa had to wonder just when Fractal Mirror would come in useful, which was a spell Irulon did have in her tome.

Seeing the intensity on Irulon’s face, Alyssa doubted that there would be much room for argument. Alyssa… wasn’t sure what she thought about that. She didn’t want to kill anyone, if possible. Except, perhaps, for the Taker. Even the people she had killed, she wasn’t too happy about. While she definitely preferred her current status as opposed to that of a slave or a whore, had she really needed to kill Svotty and his guard? Even that thief who broke into her home. If she hadn’t been so vigorous in attacking him, everything since then might not have happened. The thief’s father wouldn’t have flown into a rage upon seeing his deceased son, she wouldn’t have had to defend herself, and…

And it all came back to Tenebrael, that little black book, and whatever the angels’ mysterious plan was. Just thinking about it made her a little uneasy, wondering if she had ever had a choice in the first place.

Here and now, however, Alyssa was wondering if she shouldn’t reconsider her thoughts on death. This was not America. It wasn’t even Earth. The laws, rules, and even morals in this place were only a distant cousin to what she was familiar with. When she had told Irulon about killing Svotty, the princess had shrugged it off completely, not even blinking as she was far more concerned with the Taker. Perhaps Irulon wasn’t exactly the best gauge of morality given her apparent hobby of collecting corpses to turn into… whatever those toys had been in her laboratory. But still… it said something about this world.

These people they were chasing were more dangerous than anyone else. Even the Taker. If their surveying of the ant hive had been what it looked like, they were certainly planning on sending a million-strong horde against the walls of Lyria using fairy mind control. The same Lyria that had mustered only a few hundred soldiers to defend against an army of trolls and goblins. Irulon hadn’t participated in that skirmish, and she didn’t think that Administrator Devo had either. The only other Rank Six arcanist in the city was Irulon’s father, and he wasn’t even in the city at the moment, being off inspecting the Fortress of Pandora.

Given their assassination attempts against the royal family, perhaps one or all of the Rank Six arcanists would be a credible threat to a million ants. Many, many people would likely still die, however. That was before considering the mesmered ants as people. The poor creatures wouldn’t even have a choice in the matter. Even if the arcanists didn’t wipe them all out and the ant army came away successful, they would just be sent against town after town, city after city, until the army was entirely depleted or until the Juno Federation were satisfied with their genocide. Upon which the ants would probably die anyway, killed by their controlling masters. Just because the Juno Federation used monsters didn’t mean that they were any less hostile to them. If anything, placing monsters under mind control then sending them to die was worse than what she had seen and heard from the people in Lyria.

No. In this case, at least, Irulon was right. These people had to be stopped. Going up to them and asking politely wasn’t going to work. If anything, it would just get her killed. However…

“Kill them all is not a plan. It’s a goal. A plan is a series of steps designed to accomplish a goal.”

Irulon finally took her eyes off the dot in the distance long enough to shoot a glare in Alyssa’s direction. “Do they have weapons? Or spell tomes?”

“It’s a bit difficult to tell from this distance,” Alyssa said. The desert was relatively flat, as it had been since leaving Lyria, so she had a good view of them. But her binoculars were not magical. They could only do so much. “One might have a sword? I don’t see anything on the others, but all the Society members I’ve come across have had their spells in much smaller decks than yours or Oxart’s tomes, held together by a single metal ring. None had more than thirty cards in their decks, most of which were basic utility spells such as Light and Flame. I got the impression that they were not the most magically adept of people around.”

“Unsurprising. The Observatorium is the largest repository of spells and knowledge of spell creation in the world. We guard our secrets with some modicum of jealousy. Just to grant you what little admittance you have received, I was forced to accept responsibility for you, including slaughtering you to safeguard our knowledge should you prove… more subversive than you appear. That is in addition to a few subtle threats toward several of our esteemed administrators.”

“Well, thanks for telling me. I guess. Actually, I think I would rather have not known.”

“All you have to do is not go give the Observatorium’s secrets to the Juno Federation. Simple.” Irulon spoke about casually killing Alyssa with a jovial note in her voice. Maybe this world really was too insane. “As for a plan… They have a base somewhere nearby. Perhaps just a little camp, perhaps more of a fortified outpost. Not enough information to determine which yet, nor do I know how far. It could be behind the next pillar of rock, it could be three days out. Whatever the case, we do not want them to reach their allies.”

She pulled up the tome chained to her hip and started flipping through it. “Ah. Perfect,” she said, pulling one card out. She then removed another two cards before letting the tome fall back to its hanging position. “Musca. Izsha. Close the gap. Quietly, if possible. We don’t want to alert them until it is too late.”

Given the warning, Alyssa leaned forward and grabbed on to Izsha’s neck once again. Knowing how smoothly Izsha could leap when it wanted to move quickly, she was unsurprised when the two draken took off. It felt like flying, hovering just above the ground. Although she was slowly growing to trust Izsha, she couldn’t enjoy the feeling while charging into battle. Worse, Irulon hadn’t said what she was going to do. She had pulled out those spells, but what were they?

When they next had a moment, Alyssa really needed to sit Irulon down and tell her just how badly poor communication could kill. Probably literally, in this situation. It was like she had never watched a movie in her life… Right. Of course she hadn’t. With her phone back, Alyssa could show her a few. But again, only when they got a chance. She couldn’t even ask what Irulon had planned while riding—Izsha and Musca were no longer directly side by side. Izsha was just a little faster than Irulon’s mount. These people needed radios. Or a better communication spell than Message.

For now, Alyssa had her eyes locked forward as their target slowly grew closer. One hand moved away from Izsha’s neck to find the grip of her pistol. Shooting from Izsha’s back would be a last resort. Even with as smooth a ride as it was, trying to hit a moving target while also moving would be next to impossible. Just a waste of bullets. But she wanted to be ready just in case. Maybe Irulon would kill them all with one big spell and she wouldn’t need to do anything.

Rather, that was what Alyssa hoped for.

But realistically, Irulon couldn’t do that. Not while Oxart was right in the middle of them all. Any large-area spell would catch her in the blast. Wasn’t Lumen supposed to specialize in precision? Alyssa wasn’t sure she trusted that given her experiences at Tzheitza’s shop, but her spells would probably be better than guns. She should have been the one riding Izsha.

Alyssa scowled at herself. Aside from guns, what did she have available?

Fireballs, a handful of them. Desecrate Spells. Probably best to let Kasita use that if necessary so that they wouldn’t have to spend the time to suppress the aftereffects on her. Spectral Axes. Honestly, she wasn’t sure what use that spell had. That burning hands spell. That might be useful if they grabbed for their weapons or spell cards. Spectral Chains, which was probably the most useful spell she had come across. It was a nice, non-lethal way of removing someone from a combat situation. Could she just chain them all up while they were riding their horses?

That was an idea. Definitely something to try before shooting them while riding Izsha. Though, did Spectral Chains need to be aimed? She had never tried it on moving targets. At least, nothing moving as fast as a horse. Still, at least if she missed with Spectral Chains, she wouldn’t run the risk of accidentally killing Oxart. Moving her hand away from her gun, she slipped it into her satchel and gripped the deck of cards.

Izsha and Musca had closed the gap. In barely a minute, Oxart’s captors went from being an ant on the horizon to an actual group of three horses and three riders.

Irulon held out a hand. The card whipped around in the wind, but she was entirely unconcerned. “Sever Reality.”

A mirrored wall sprouted from the ground just in front of the lead horse, growing high into the sky. The rider let out an undignified shout as the horse ran into the mirror at speed. They crashed into it, plowed into it as if it were a brick wall. The other two managed to stop in time, but they couldn’t escape. The wall hadn’t stopped growing, it was stretching high into the sky and wrapping around, forming a dome large enough to fit a football field.

Neither Izsha nor Musca slowed in the slightest, they slipped under the dome just before it slammed into the ground. Izsha leaped to one side, just about throwing Alyssa from the saddle in the process.

A beam of light passed by a foot away from Alyssa. She didn’t know what it would have done had it hit her, but she was extremely thankful to Izsha that she didn’t have to find out.

Black miasma spread out from the extended hand of one of the two horse riders, rolling along the ground in a cone shape. Again, Izsha turned to avoid entering it as much as possible while Musca turned in the opposite direction. Irulon had her second card in hand. She said something else and the card vanished with a shattering noise, but Alyssa couldn’t hear what the spell was.

The woman spreading the miasma stopped with a shocked look on her face. Something struck her in the chest, exploding out from the other side. She had just enough time to look down before her body started coming apart. She started with a split straight up and down from the impact site, splitting her in two. But it didn’t stop there. The two halves split again, and again. And again. Bits no larger than her thumb pulled apart from the rest of her body. It spread from the impact point outward until her entire body was subsumed by the shards of flesh. It fell around the horse, landing in two distinct piles on either side.

Her horse wasn’t spared. As if an invisible bubble of flaying knives spread outward to encompass the woman, it caught the horse as well. The poor thing split apart just as the woman did, starting at its back right where she had been riding.

Alyssa’s stomach tightened, but she did not turn away. She couldn’t. Not while there were still possible threats. The one who had crashed into the mirrored dome was getting back to his feet and the other one…

The other one grabbed hold of Oxart as he slid off his own panicking horse. She was limp and unmoving in his arms, but he managed to prop her up enough to be used as a shield so that what happened to his companion wouldn’t happen to him. At least, not without also killing Oxart. He held out a hand around Oxart with a card between his fingers.

Alyssa didn’t hesitate. She already had her cards in hand. One came to mind.

Immolating Gloves.

She focused on one hand only. The extended one. With the other wrapped around Oxart, lighting it aflame would end up burning her as well.

The man, mouth already open to shout whatever spell he had, turned from forming words to a startled cry of pain. His card turned to ash, but that seemed the least of his concerns. Swinging his arm didn’t help. If anything, it made it worse. The flames engulfing his hand spread upward, crawling along his arm. It spread faster and faster, as if his wool tunic had been doused in gasoline.

Oxart, being unconscious, dropped to the ground like a puppet with cut strings when the man stumbled away, patting his burning arm with his now free arm. That only served to spread the flames up his other arm. His screams were growing louder as he started running. Which, as with swinging around his hand, only made it worse. Fully engulfed in flames, he ran straight into the mirrored wall. The screams abruptly stopped. He fell into a twitching heap on the ground, still burning.

Izsha jerked to the side again, forcibly tearing Alyssa’s eyes away from the grisly sight of the burning man.

Alyssa grunted. Something clipped her arm. Before she could understand what was happening, she felt the familiar sensation of falling off Izsha’s back. Clouds of dirt rose up around her as she rolled along the ground with her momentum. It didn’t hurt. She had fallen off Izsha before. The dragon scale armor protected well enough against impacts. A stinging sensation welled up in one hand, but not enough to draw her attention.

The second she managed to stop herself, Alyssa looked up.

The last remaining person, the one who had first crashed against the wall, was up on his feet with a sword in one hand and a spell card in the other.

Alyssa winced at the sight of the blade, but her gaze was drawn to the man’s eyes. They were… watery. Sad. Anguished and angry all in one. She blinked and, for just a moment saw herself back within her parents’ bedroom, watching the elder thief cradle his son.

That sensation vanished the moment he opened his mouth. “Execu—”

His eyes flicked to the side.

A ball of twisted shards of glass hurtled toward him. He noticed just in time, throwing himself to one side. The ball struck the mirrored surface behind him… and kept going. It didn’t stop at the mirror as his horse had, but rather passed into it and slammed into his reflection.

He, the real him, flew a short distance through the air, landing face-first in the desert dirt. A chunk of him was missing completely. A half-sphere the size of a basketball was simply gone from his lower back. He was still moving his arms and his head. He was still alive.

That’s right. This was a battle. A fight. One-sided though it may have seemed given their ambush, these people were still dangerous. Spacing out… could cost her. Even now, lying on the ground with a hole in his back, he still gripped that spell card. Execu—what? Execution? For some spells, especially Fractal spells, it was hard to discern their effect from their name. Execution did not sound like one of those spells.

Alyssa fumbled her hands about. Her cards were gone. Somewhere behind her from when she had rolled. But her pistol was still secure in its holster.

She drew it, took a second both to calm herself and to aim, and fired.

Blood spurted up in a miniature geyser at the base of his neck. His movements stilled to tiny twitches before disappearing entirely.

Alyssa’s eyes turned over the scene, checking each of the people. One was in pieces, nothing more than a pile of meat. One was a charcoal husk in a vague shape of a person. One had a few holes in his body, clearly fatal ones. And Oxart, Oxart lay where she had fallen. Was she breathing? Alyssa couldn’t tell from where she sat on the dirt. But at least the captain wasn’t going to get any worse. The three Society members were undoubtedly dead. The horses had run off… or rather, one of them had. One was lying in pieces along with its rider and the one that rode into the mirror didn’t look like it would be getting up anytime soon.

Despite the gruesome scene in front of her, Alyssa felt oddly content. Maybe it was shock, but she felt like she had done a… good thing? These people were not good people and definitely needed to be stopped from using the fairies as weapons. She didn’t know how big this organization was or what it would take to stop them, but destroying their camp could only help. If they were able to delay the Society’s next attack, likely the one with the ants, and then report back to the city, they could send a more dedicated force to wipe out whatever needed to be wiped out. This was a small step on that path.

Best of all, Oxart was safe. She was definitely still alive. Alyssa could see her moving. Nothing major, no conscious movements. Confirming that she was alive was a weight off Alyssa’s mind. Ever since that fairy had… that fairy…

A spark of adrenaline ran through Alyssa. Where was the fairy? Her eyes flicked over everything one more time. Was it in pieces? Burned to a crisp? Running off with the horse that had escaped? Where would they have put it? A cage? In their pockets? She couldn’t see any fairy holder.

Irulon and Musca were slowly approaching the bodies and Oxart. They moved warily, searching just as Alyssa was. The princess had her hand on her open tome, ready to pull something out if necessary. To Alyssa’s side, Izsha was coming back. After Alyssa had fallen off, the draken had continued on for a short time. Opening her mouth to shout a warning ended abruptly when she noticed movement. The lead horse’s saddlebags were moving. White fog leaked from one of the pockets.

That was it. The fairy had to be in there.

Sure enough, a little head popped out, topped with a tuft of black hair. The fairy’s relatively large eyes were hazy and unfocused. A side effect of the fog, no doubt. But now that it was out in the open air and the fog flowing from the pouch was dissipating, it would probably gain cognizance quickly.

Alyssa stood, aiming her pistol directly at it, unsure whether she should take the shot or not. It would be difficult. The fairy was much smaller than a person. But her mother hadn’t dragged her down to the shooting range on occasion for nothing. But should she? Something, some small part of her still screamed that the fairy was a victim in all this, that it had kidnapped Oxart out of panic and twisted morals. The fairy was small enough that it could hide easily. All it needed to find was a foxhole to duck into until danger had passed. If it even needed to do that with its mind control ability. It would be dangerous if Oxart woke up while she was so close. The draken as well. Musca and Irulon were almost on top of them.

Ah. Irulon, of course. The dilemma was simple. Ask the princess what to do about the little monster.

“Fairy!” Alyssa called out, raising her voice to be heard over the slight distance. Although Izsha was nearby again, she started up in a light jog to get a little closer. “Fairy near the horse’s bags!”

Irulon apparently hadn’t heard her first call, but she did hear the second. Her head whipped around to find the fairy, not pausing on the diced horse or swiveling about to find the runaway. As if she had known exactly which horse Alyssa had been talking about. She smiled, leaned forward, and said something too quiet for Alyssa to hear to Musca.

The draken trotted on over, looked down at the clearly dazed fairy, opened its wide maw, and chomped.

Red dripped from Musca’s teeth, apparently chewing once before tipping its head back and swallowing.

Irulon smacked Musca on the side with an open palm. “I said toy with,” she said louder than before. “Not snack on.”
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                Sometimes, in fiction, people who were on the receiving end of being mind controlled couldn’t remember a thing they had done once freed. A kind of amnesia for a block of time. Sometimes, they could remember but pretended that they couldn’t because whatever they had done or discovered was embarrassing, awkward, or otherwise inconvenient to let people know they knew about.

At the moment, Alyssa really wished that the fairy’s mind control would have wiped Oxart’s memory.

Waking Oxart had been one of the worst things Alyssa could remember. And she had been disemboweled. The moment Oxart’s eyes focused enough to be cognizant of what she was seeing, her expression changed. Alyssa knew then and there that whatever rapport she had built with the guard captain had been thrown into a sinkhole, lit on fire, and trampled on by a horde of dung beetles. In fact, Alyssa would probably have found herself with a brand new ventilation hole in her throat courtesy of Oxart’s dagger had the captain been in a better condition. As it was, the woman was too weak to move all that much. Being awake for far too long and being forced to walk through unforgiving terrain in unsuitable clothing for several hours apparently did funny things to someone’s stamina.

“And you’re going to shield her, aren’t you. Anyone else parading a fairy around the city would have seen them exiled to the First City.”

Exhausted body or not, Oxart could shout. Though, for the first time since she woke, that voice wasn’t directed at Alyssa.

“Quite,” Irulon said, looking bored. “One of the benefits of my station is the ability to ignore such consequences.”

“The Pharaoh will overrule you. He won’t let something like this stand. There are limits to what you can protect her from. Impersonating a princess? Treason. Giving magical secrets to monsters? Treason. Harboring a fairy? She’ll be lucky if she is only exiled.”

“All in the name of saving the city and the royal family. The unfortunate fact of the matter, Captain Oxart, is that you are the sole victim of her clumsy handling of the fairy. Dismantling the Society of the Burning Shadow’s actions saved far more than the harm caused. And she even rode all the way out here to rescue you, to set her mistakes right. You will recover with rest. There is little harm done and, in the process of finding you, we may have gained a clue indicating the Society’s next plan of attack.”

Oxart clenched her teeth together, tearing her eyes from Irulon to glare at Alyssa.

Alyssa winced, but didn’t look away. She felt she couldn’t. It was her fault that Oxart was out here in the first place and if being shouted at was part of her penance, then she should take it like a man. Not even Tenebrael popping into being to collect several souls had been enough to distract Alyssa.

“Does her obvious remorse not warrant clemency given the situation as a whole?”

Irulon’s words only made Oxart clench her teeth harder. Alyssa could almost feel her ire pressing against her. Something told her that no, Alyssa did not deserve anything in Oxart’s eyes. Those eyes flicked over to the side, looking just over Alyssa’s shoulder. Kasita stood with an amused expression on her face, currently appearing in her sisterly form.

“That’s just the fairy,” Oxart continued. “Offering human magic to a monster—”

“I gave the mimic Loophole. Or an aspect of myself did so, which I suppose I must take responsibility for. Would you see me exiled as well?” Irulon shook her head. “The fact of the matter is that the mimic, monster though it may be, contributed to saving my life. This wouldn’t be the first time that my family has consorted with the more agreeable monsters,” she said with a casual wave of her hand toward the two draken, who were currently enjoying a feast of diced horse with some human mixed in for spice.

Alyssa tried hard not to look in that direction.

“For what it is worth, I am sorry,” Alyssa said, speaking for perhaps the first time since Oxart started shouting at her. Thus far, she had been happy to leave Irulon speaking in her defense. As the saying went, one who defended themselves had a fool for a lawyer. This wasn’t really a legal proceeding, but Irulon definitely knew how this world operated far better than Alyssa did. And Irulon wasn’t even doing a bad job of it. At least she hadn’t threatened Oxart yet, something that Alyssa had to admit to being worried over.

Maybe because she was a guard captain or maybe because she was some kind of noble, Irulon was treating her with respect. Not a lot of respect, but far more than she had shown to Tzheitza and especially Oz when she had fixed up Kasita in the potion shop.

“I don’t like this. My job— My duty is to protect the city and its inhabitants from any threat.”

“I’m not a threat. I want to help the city.”

“By bringing a fairy—”

“I didn’t bring the fairy to the city. It was already there. And I stopped it from doing anything more. Yes, I had a lapse in judgment. I didn’t listen to people who are far more knowledgeable than me regarding monsters.”

“More knowledgeable? I thought… You lied to me.” Oxart’s eyes narrowed. “I should have known. Everything else as well? Lumber hauler? Medical expert? Are you even a potion seller?”

“First of all, I was delivering potions on behalf of Tzheitza, not selling them. Secondly, lumber hauler isn’t a lie, though it isn’t precisely accurate if you want to get pedantic. It’s just that my former profession doesn’t have an exact analogue here and lumber hauler is close enough. Lastly, I believe I explicitly told you that I was not a medical expert.”

“And a monster slaver?”

Irulon cut in before Alyssa could answer. “It is unlikely that Alyssa had ever heard of a monster prior to a… month ago, was it?”

“More or less,” Alyssa said with a sigh. Had it really only been a month? Well, a month and a week or so. A third of which had been spent rather uneventfully traveling between Teneville and Lyria. But still, a month of being in this world. It felt longer. A lot longer.

She leaned back, propping herself up on her elbows against the ground. Irulon stood, as did Kasita, but Alyssa found herself exhausted. Not just from the realization that she had been bumbling about this world for a full month. She felt sore, having taken a bit more of a ding than she had thought from her fall from Izsha’s back. Talking with Oxart wasn’t helping either. To make matters worse, Tzheitza probably wouldn’t be too pleased to see her when she got back. By carrying around that fairy, it had effectively been her fault that the potion shop’s front windows and doors wound up trashed.

And, despite having rescued Oxart, they couldn’t even go back yet. Not before scouting out the fairy commune. Though, technically, that was the guild’s job. Irulon had given no indication that the task would be left up to Oz and company. Just the opposite.

But aside from that, where was Oz? The draken were fast, true. Not so fast that he shouldn’t have caught up by now. Maybe it was the mirrored dome. It clearly stopped horses from charging out of it. The inverse probably held true. Could Irulon take it down or would it expire after a set amount of time? Alyssa opened her mouth to ask, but Oxart spoke first.

“You hadn’t heard of monsters? I can understand not having seen one. People living within the city likely never see one unless they venture outside the walls with any regularity. But even children are taught.”

“Like I said, I’m from far away, though Irulon isn’t quite correct. We did have legends of monsters. Harpies, for instance, are a well known creature where I’m from. A fictional creature, as far as my people are aware.”

Irulon actually looked interested at that. “You have legends of creatures that exist here? Which ones?”

“That’s a hard question to answer. Dragons are probably the big one, but I don’t really have a list of all the creatures here. My phone can look them up, so we can scan through a list of them sometime. Not now though, we should find Oz an—”

“What about mimics? Do you have us where you’re from?”

Alyssa looked up, meeting the smiling face of Kasita. “We don’t have any monsters, but I’m pretty sure mimics exist in some form or other. I don’t know about something exactly like what you are, but I’ve heard of mimics somewhere.” Probably in games rather than mythological legend, but Kasita didn’t need to know that. Just telling her that people had heard of mimics put some pride into her smile.

“A land with no monsters,” Oxart mumbled to herself. “Unbelievable.”

“Yes, finding that out does explain many of her more foolish actions, doesn’t it?”

Oxart looked over to Irulon. “You knew?”

“And a few other things. If you were considering such a thing, I can say with absolute certainty that Alyssa does not have ties to any organizations, such as the Society of the Burning Shadow, that are hostile toward Lyria. I have speculated on a few other things regarding oddities surrounding Alyssa as well, but I’ve yet to voice my speculations. I was wrong about several things in merely determining what Alyssa is. My pride can’t take many more voiced inaccuracies, so I am waiting for more information before actually speaking of my theories.”

“What do you mean, what she is? Is she— Are you not human?”

“Don’t— Ugh. What are you doing?” Alyssa asked with a scowl aimed toward Irulon. “I am just as human as anyone else here.”

“Ufu~”

Alyssa’s mouth clamped shut as she turned her glare on the mimic. “Don’t you even start. Look. What is done is done. I’m sorry for many of my actions and I’m trying to make up for it. Part of that is this little quest we’re on. But what about you?” Alyssa said, glancing to the princess. “She’s in no shape to go fight more of those people.”

“I’m tougher than this,” she said, pulling herself to her feet as if to prove that she could. Keeping her stance wide for extra stability, she did manage to stand with only a little queasy wobbling.

“You’re dehydrated and likely suffering from hunger pains,” Irulon said with that same air of unimportance. “The fairy made you grab a few provisions, but you didn’t consume any, did you? Not to mention your sleep deprivation and exhaustion from walking for several hours.”

Oxart ground her teeth together, a sound that Alyssa had grown used to over the past several minutes.

“Nothing a body as well trained as yours won’t recover from,” Irulon said, apparently taking no notice of Oxart’s ire. “You haven’t been without food for so long that you’re suffering from anything truly debilitating. But you are not fit to fight.”

“I don’t need to fight. I need to get back. Though it was against my will, I’ve left my post. I’ve been gone one full day and it will be another full day and part of the night before I can get back, if I had a horse. Which I don’t.”

“That issue can be rectified.” Irulon turned away from their small group, raising her voice to be heard a distance away. “Musca, Izsha!”

At being addressed, the two draken looked up. Alyssa failed to suppress a shudder at the red jelly running down their faces. Izsha in particular. Over the last day and a half, Alyssa felt like she had… maybe not gotten to know Izsha given that the draken couldn’t talk, but had grown to trust the draken. Watching it crunch down on a chunk of bone, happily use its long tongue to curl around a cube of muscle and fat, or run its snout through the pile of viscera that had once been a living person and an equally living horse… Just seeing a long drip of red swinging back and forth beneath Izsha’s chin but never quite dropping to the ground sent a chill through her body. It was a reminder that, as much as Izsha had been nice and considerate while she had been using it as mount, it was definitely a dangerous creature. One that cared little about whether it was eating a person or a horse.

Freaking out over fairies eating people was seeming somewhat silly in comparison. Perhaps it did go without saying that most monsters didn’t distinguish between foods. Though, at least the draken weren’t going to make people want to be eaten. A fairy could probably get someone to put a pot on the fire, toss in all the seasoning, and then happily climb in until boiling to death in the stew.

It really made Alyssa reflect back on the other monsters she had encountered. Obviously, gaunts and shadow assassins ate people, though the latter might have done so more out of a desire to hide the bodies than any hunger or sustenance need. She had watched a gaunt do so right in front of her and had seen evidence of an assassin eating someone else. But what about elves? Presumably, people weren’t feeding their monster slaves humans, so they didn’t need humans if they did eat them. Given their physical similarities to humans, Alyssa decided that it was unlikely that they also ate people.

Maybe that was a bad assumption to make given that there were and had been real people on real non-monster-infested Earth that ate humans. Enrique had mentioned a feast should she ever encounter Alyssa again, as thanks. Presumably that wouldn’t be a feast of people. Alyssa wouldn’t appreciate people served up as food at all and Enrique had to know that.

Pho? What did bees eat anyway? Flower nectar and pollen for Earth bees, but a human-sized bee? One would have to eat an entire field of flowers just to have the energy to move about its body. They surely were not meat-eaters, at the very least, being some kind of herbavore if they only ate flowers… but how could flowers possibly be sustainable for a colony of bees? Unless they had some magic way of eating. Kasita, for instance, hadn’t eaten anything as far as Alyssa knew.

Rizk’s lizard race probably ate people. It was doubtful that they—or any species, really—ate humans exclusively or even sought them out. Humans weren’t exactly designed for consumption. Not a lot of edible meat, nothing like a cow, anyway. But gaunts, draken, and whatever else ate people probably wouldn’t care on a moral level if they were hungry and the only thing around was a human.

That harpy she had encountered in the mountain pass north of Teneville. Meeting that harpy, coming across it while it was injured and clearly vulnerable, helping it, and befriending it in an odd sort of way had shaped the way Alyssa had perceived monsters ever since. After how much Lazhar and Yzhemal had warned her about the harpies attacking people, finding one that had been so grateful to her that it had brought her a fish had taught her more than anything else that monsters weren’t all that monstrous.

Which was something that she might need to reevaluate. Had that harpy not been injured, would she have been in trouble? Very possibly. Though wary at the time for anything swooping down on her, she had ignored the brothers’ warnings, taking pity on the injured bird. It had turned out well enough, but continuing to think that all monsters were just misunderstood and unfairly persecuted might not be the wisest option.

Keeping an open mind was important. If she had completely fallen to the prejudice of the humans in this world, she likely wouldn’t have helped the monsters of the Waterhole. None of whom she had yet regretted saving, she rather thought that the conditions in the Waterhole were abhorrent and no one deserved to be there. Her relationship with Kasita might be entirely different as well. While annoying at times, Kasita had proved to be quite the friend. Had she started out paranoid and prejudiced, she probably wouldn’t have mentioned Tenebrael to the mimic, among many other things. Getting a few complaints about that angel off her chest had been worth if even if nothing else had been.

Going forward, she needed to take care. Paranoia was bad, but so was completely trusting monsters to not be… monsters. There was a careful balance there and she needed to find it before something came back to bite her. Literally, in some cases.

Completely unaware of Alyssa’s thoughts, Irulon continued addressing the draken.

“There is a horse running around within this dome. Corral it and return to us… without hurting it, Musca. And without overly frightening it too much. Just get it near me and I’ll handle the rest.”

Musca ran off immediately, turning away from the carnage to carry out Irulon’s task. Despite Irulon singling Musca out, Alyssa was a little worried for the horse’s safety. Whatever concerns she had about monster morality, the horse was just a horse. A dumb animal. Two had already died plus that one they had left behind that may or may not be able to survive in the desert on its own. It was a shame that they had died, but Irulon clearly didn’t care about the collateral damage she had caused and Alyssa couldn’t really fault her for doing what was necessary to take out the Society members. Now that the fight was over, hurting the poor and lightly frightened horse would leave a bad taste.

“Make sure Musca isn’t too rough, Izsha,” Irulon said, apparently having similar thoughts.

The sole remaining draken bent, took one large mouthful of meat, and ran off to follow the other. Izsha didn’t charge away with quite the energy that Musca had. Still, it would probably follow Irulon’s orders far more faithfully than Musca would. Even now, Alyssa wasn’t sure why Irulon liked that particular draken. The Black Prince had more than just the two in his stables. There had been a dozen of them.

Maybe all the others were worse? Or maybe Irulon was just insane.

The latter option, surely.

“Consorting with such beasts,” Oxart said, disgust palpable in her voice.

“They have their uses,” Irulon said with a casual shrug. “And my brother cares for them. They served as quite the shock value a year ago when we last fought off the Juno Federation. A dozen draken charging against mere foot soldiers? Don’t tell me that you were displeased when we routed them faster than any year prior. Surely that saved a lot of lives.”

“But now we’ve faced at least two separate attacks carried out by monsters under their direction. Where do you think they got the idea from?”

Irulon shook her head. “No. The research and development needed to create the mist they’ve been using to control fairies would be a significant investment for a magically deprived people like the Juno Federation. This has been in preparation for a decade. Minimum. That they’ve begun using monsters is nothing more than a coincidence. Given how ineffectual their attacks have been, though the most recent less so than the first, I wonder if our stunt with the draken forced them to accelerate their plans for the monsters, causing them to make mistakes and show their hand early.”

“Is the royal family working on countermeasures? Because I haven’t heard anything.”

“I believe it is being looked in to. The second is heading defensive projects. This expedition may reveal some clues, though I am personally here solely for revenge.” Irulon’s voice dropped an octave as she narrowed her eyes, staring toward the remains of the battle. “They think they can draw my blood and not suffer? Hm. We’ll see. But,” she smiled, voice returning to normal. “I’d like to acquire a sample of that mist they were using. Unfortunately, the mist that filled the pouch with the fairy had all dissipated before I could approach and I didn’t see any more. The sole surviving spell deck had only Rank Two and lower spells, none of which would conjure more of the mist. I don’t suppose you can shed any light into where it came from? If it was a spell or some potion bottle that wound up destroyed? I’m leaning toward a potion, but again, I couldn’t find anything intact among their cadavers. Of course, I didn’t exactly go digging through the remains of the one…”

Oxart stared for a moment before slowly shaking her head. “I just remember wanting to rush forward as fast as I could and being extremely—unnaturally happy about doing so. I remember seeing them,” she said with a nod toward the deceased Society members. “The fairy panicked. They hit me with… something. Woke up in… less than welcome company.”

Alyssa winced as the captain turned her cold eyes down on her.

“More welcome than waking up in an interrogation chamber.”

There was a bit of hesitation before Oxart answered. “I suppose. Though, regardless of the… company you keep, I regret that I cannot be more useful against our enemies.”

“Put it out of your mind. I was not counting on you for information when we began this excursion. However, I do request one thing of you. When you return to the city, find my brother—the Second Prince, that is, none of the less useful ones—and inform him that we may need to prepare defenses capable of withstanding one million ants.”

“O-One million?” Oxart wobbled. Alyssa got to her feet, moving to catch the woman if she fell, but she didn’t. “What do you mean by that?”

“He’ll know what I mean. Namely, that a million strong army of ants might march on the city soon. I believe it would be best if my father were to return to the city as soon as possible. And if I do not return within… one week, do have him accelerate whatever plans he is making.”

“You’re serious.”

“Quite so. I don’t often fabricate events of this magnitude. Sometimes, but not in this case. When the draken return, we will send you on your way. Both Alyssa and I can spare a small portion of our provisions for your return trip if whatever you have on your person is lacking. And, when you return, do tell my brother that the draken are doing just fine. I’m sure he will be worried about them.”
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                “Is she going to be alright getting back to the city on her own?” Alyssa asked, watching as the captain rode off in the rough direction of where they had come from not long before. After getting a bit of food into her, Oxart grew much more steady and far more focused on returning to the city. Even if she had wanted to, Alyssa doubted that she could have stopped her. Well, not really. Spectral Chains could leash angels and gaunts. The captain wouldn’t have stood a chance against that.

But Alyssa wasn’t about to chain someone up for no good reason.

“The high ranking city guardsmen are often chosen by nepotism or societal status. That isn’t to say that they are not capable of performing their duties. A captain is generally needed for organizational and administrative matters rather than front-line combat—that is what the soldiers are for. However, though I’ve only met her for the first time a short while ago, I have a high opinion of her personal combative skills. The way her eyes bounced from person to person, estimating the threat each posed while searching for anything she could use as a weapon was particularly telling. She didn’t panic upon waking up. Considering what happened to her, that is probably the most surprising thing.”

“Huh. I didn’t notice.”

“You are not the most observant person I’ve met,” Irulon said.

Alyssa frowned, but didn’t say anything until she noticed some movement in the corner of her eye. “Why are you nodding your head?”

Kasita shrugged. “Just something I’ve noticed as well. Like that time you left me behind in the Taker’s dungeons. I was sitting right there, you know.”

“I said I was sorry,” Alyssa sighed. She was about ninety percent sure that Kasita was joking around, but in the event that that wasn’t the case, she did feel a need to reassure the mimic. “And I grabbed you after using the same spell on Oxart, so at least I learn from my mistakes.”

“Hm.” Aside from that slight grunt, Irulon said nothing as she climbed on the back of Musca. “The guild knights are likely ahead of us by this point. We should catch up before they run across something troublesome.”

“I’m sure the gigantic mirrored bubble would have stopped them,” Alyssa said with only a mild note of sarcasm. Irulon had taken it down only minutes before. The mirrored wall shattered into small shards, as many Fractal spells did, before dissipating. The outside world hadn’t changed at all. If not for Irulon’s comment just now, she might have thought that time had stopped outside, but that seemed almost too much for a spell. At least a Rank Six spell. Tenebrael’s magic obviously could do it.

“From the outside, they would not have noticed anything. This section of the world had been shunted into an alternate, as far as I understand the spell, anyway.”

“We were in a different world?” Alyssa asked, raising an eyebrow. Earth? No. It couldn’t be. If Irulon had ever used that spell before, someone would surely have noticed the giant silver bubble. Even in an uninhabited area, satellites were constantly flying about, taking pictures.

How many worlds were there? Tenebrael was clearly in charge of this one. Who was in charge of Earth? Maybe she should have asked a few questions of Tenebrael when she showed up to collect the souls of the Society members. Even now, she still hadn’t decided on what she wanted to ask of the angel. It didn’t help that she didn’t know the exact limits of what Tenebrael could do and was willing to do. Going home was obviously out.

A question to ask or a task to accomplish. Those had been Tenebrael’s exact words. Questions probably wouldn’t be good to use on this particular offer. Tenebrael often answered questions. In fact, Alyssa was having a hard time coming up with something that she had asked that Tenebrael had not given an answer to. In terms of information, anyway. The only things she had denied were during her experiment with Irulon.

A task then? What did Alyssa want that Tenebrael could accomplish? She couldn’t wish the Taker dead because Tenebrael couldn’t kill people. Could she wish the Taker bound and chained in front of her? Possibly, but would that be a good use of a wish? Maybe she should wish for an endless supply of money or magical knowledge and ability that would make even Irulon envious.

Could Tenebrael do something else? Something more esoteric? Money and magic might be nice and the latter might even lead to a way back home, but neither would be any good if she wound up with a dagger in her back thanks to the Taker. Could Tenebrael offer invulnerability? Like super powers? Turning into Superman would solve a lot of problems.

Perhaps she was wrong in treating this like a genie’s wish entirely. A task that Tenebrael could complete did not necessarily equate to granting Alyssa some boon. But what could an angel possibly do that Alyssa would want done.

Maybe that was it. She should ask for a full dossier on what exactly angels were, their capabilities, numbers, and so on and so forth.

As she hooked a foot into the stirrup and swung her leg over Izsha’s back, Alyssa looked over at Irulon. “Have you thought more about that question I asked you?”

“The being of unimaginable power offering to grant a request?”

“Yeah, that’s the one.”

“Not particularly. Unless this being comes to offer me power and knowledge, I don’t have much to say about it. Now, if you want to ask for Her to show Herself to me, I would not object in the slightest.”

That made Alyssa smile. Maybe she should. Get Irulon to see the one she worshiped for what Tenebrael truly was. Then again, Tenebrael would probably stat putting on airs of being the god she pretended to be. Surely Irulon’s analytical abilities would reveal that to be a farce. Still, that might be an option. It would give Irulon more information even if she still viewed Tenebrael as a deity. That might help with getting home.

Something to keep in mind.

Holding out a hand to Kasita, Alyssa raised her eyebrows as the mimic took it without turning to a rock, or whatever form she wanted to ride along in. She nestled into the saddle just behind Alyssa, remaining fully human. The saddle was only designed for one person, so it should have been uncomfortable. Kasita’s nearly weightless body was hardly noticeable in reality. She wrapped her arms around Alyssa, feeling more like a winter coat than a person.

“You’re not going to go floating off as soon as we start moving, are you?”

“I have enough control over myself to stop that. But I know what I would wish for.”

“You were listening?”

“Ufu~ Of course! And I would ask for immortality. Indefinite longevity. Unending existence. Re—”

“Foolish,” Irulon said with a sad shake of her head. “Musca, Izsha, locate the guild knights’ scents, if possible. Otherwise continue heading in the direction the Society members had been.”

The two draken immediately started sniffing about. They walked around, but not with the same fervent rush that they had been running with while chasing after Oxart’s captors. It was a nice change of pace and removed the worry that Izsha might forget and let her fall right off her back again. Though really, both times Alyssa had fallen had not been the draken’s fault. The first had been Tenebrael, the second had been some attack knocking her off.

“Not all of us yearn for Tenebrael’s embrace,” Kasita called out. She wasn’t shouting—Irulon and Musca weren’t far enough away, though they had moved a bit to smell around—but she was definitely not happy. Irulon’s eyes darkened as she glanced in Kasita’s direction. They didn’t turn black and white, she merely glowered. But Kasita was undaunted. “Why is my wish foolish? Because I want some monster to ferry away whatever my soul is to wherever she wants? I don’t like the idea of another having that much control over me. I’d rather live forever.”

Irulon pressed her lips together, holding her glare for a moment longer. “I’ll ignore your blasphemy on account of you being a monster, being taught differently than proper humans. However, even assuming your fear of Tenebrael is justified, immortality is a foolish wish. You picture being young and healthy for eternity. But that won’t be the case. Death has the singular benefit of cutting short suffering. Even if you never fall ill, you will eventually become trapped.

“Perhaps a cave collapses on you, burying you under a mountain’s worth of rock. Perhaps you fall into a bog. Unable to escape from the sticky tar, you’ll slowly sink to the bottom where you’ll lie for eternity. Or worse, what if you are captured by some of your own kind, wanting to learn your secrets? Or fall into the Underworld? Suffering at the hands of demons with no possible escape. It may not happen in your first year of immortality. Perhaps not even in your hundredth. But when you live forever, you have an infinite amount of time to find yourself in a less than ideal situation. And it only takes once to ruin the rest of eternity.”

Without a single verbal command from Irulon, Musca turned and took off at a moderate jaunt, heading in the same direction that the Society of the Burning Shadow had been headed before the mirrored dome had interrupted them. Izsha was a little slow on the uptake, leaving a sizable gap between the two draken and making no effort to close that gap despite obviously having the ability to do so, effectively cutting off further communication.

Alyssa frowned at their actions, wondering if the distance had been intentional and, if so, on whose part? Irulon or the draken?

Probably for the best. Kasita slumped slightly, resting her chin on Alyssa’s shoulder. She didn’t say anything, but she did let out a deep sigh that said more than enough on its own.

“Sorry,” Alyssa said, feeling somewhat lame about her response, but also feeling like she should say something. Unfortunately, she didn’t have much to say that might make Kasita feel better. Irulon had a fairly convincing argument against immortality. Probably invulnerability and other derivatives as well.

“It’s fine,” Kasita said after a moment of silence. “Irulon is right. Not necessarily about immortality, but about the fact that this isn’t my wish.”

Alyssa winced at that. “Sorry,” she said, a little quieter. “If it makes it any better, I doubt immortality is a possibility. Even if Tenebrael can do something like that, she probably won’t. Death is kind of her thing, you know?”

“Frustrating.”

“Yep. That could be Tenebrael’s middle name.”

“So what are you going to ask for?”

Alyssa started to shrug, but stopped herself, not wanting to throw Kasita off or disturb her from her shoulder. “I don’t know at all. I’ve seen her since then, popping up to steal the souls of those people we killed, but… I didn’t have anything to say so I didn’t call her over. The things I want to ask for, I have a strong feeling that she will deny. Like going home. If I ask for something she decides she doesn’t want to give, I could easily see her deciding to give me nothing at all. As I’ve said before, Tenebrael is kind of a bitch.”

“Should you really be saying that about someone prepared to grant you a wish? Won’t she take offense and reject whatever you ask for regardless of what it is?”

“Doubt it. She thinks I’m special because I ignore whatever plan the angels have, which she wishes she could do. Not to mention, I’ve called her worse to her face.” Probably. A demon was worse than a bitch, right? To an angel, at least. “I get the impression that she is fairly unflappable, as expected of an ancient being of unrivaled power who has ‘seen it all’ already.” Though, maybe she could dial it back. While angels might not be able to harm humans, Tenebrael could sure be a lot more annoying than she was now. Or Tenebrael might decide to ignore Alyssa entirely, which might be worse overall.

“Just be careful. I’d be mildly upset if you disappeared.”

“Thanks for the sentiment, though your worries are probably unnecessary. Angels cannot harm people.”

“According to Tenebrael?”

“Well… yes. But I don’t think she was lying.”

Kasita let out a thoughtful hum, falling silent after.

It was a nice sort of silence. Despite being a monster, Kasita was one of the few people she had met that she felt comfortable around. Alyssa found herself intimidated to some degree by most everyone else. Especially Irulon and, to a far lesser extent, Tzheitza. Oz wasn’t so bad, but things were obviously a bit awkward as of late. Of course, she hadn’t really spent much time around him in the first place. He tended to find excuses to get away from Tzheitza or work that he wasn’t being paid for.

With the lull in conversation, Izsha started picking up the pace. If there was any doubt about the draken being intelligent, that right there removed it. Following orders was one thing. A dog could follow some simple orders with proper training. But taking conversational cues and understanding when a conversation had ended required heightened ability to comprehend and reason.

Though, now Alyssa wondered if she should have said anything at all. She and Kasita had both mentioned Tenebrael by name. The draken did not seem to be able to talk, but they could be obfuscating their abilities for whatever reason. As much as Irulon probably suspected at this point, Alyssa wasn’t sure that she wanted to outright confirm that she had frequent chats with the effective deity of this world. If Izsha could tell her… Who knew what might end up happening.

Probably a lot of questions. And Alyssa knew very little about Tenebrael despite their interactions.

A dossier on angels might actually be the best thing to ask for. The more she thought about it, the more that seemed to be the case.

Izsha slowed down as she neared Musca and Irulon. Not a whole lot. The princess had been traveling much faster than Izsha had before trying to catch up, though nowhere near the draken’s top speed. It was just enough to match their pace.

Irulon didn’t say anything or even turn toward Alyssa. Was she actually mad about Kasita? Hopefully not. Things were awkward enough with Oz and his companions. And with Oxart, though she wasn’t present. Having Irulon acting all cold would just be unpleasant.

“Any sign of the guild?” Alyssa asked, trying to break the ice.

“Musca caught a scent. They’re somewhere ahead of us. The draken will be able to catch up, though I do hope they have not gone too far.”

“You did tell them to ride as hard as they could to back us up… and then you locked them out of the fight with that dome.”

“Hm. I suppose I could have used a different spell. But I saw an opportunity to prevent any from escaping in the confusion and disable the lead rider at the same time. I stand by my decision in the end… Do you see anything through your trinket?”

That was a question that Alyssa could answer. She pulled out her binoculars, taking care to not elbow Kasita off her back with her movements, and started scanning the horizon once again. Starting at the left, she swept to the right before returning to her starting spot. Not seeing anything interesting, she started looking over the land closer to her. “Don’t see them. Should there be tracks or anything?”

“The ground up ahead is much harder than behind us. More rock than dirt.”

“Well, I hope Musca and Izsha have something then, because I—” Alyssa paused, frowning. Something was out there. A narrow pillar rising above a slope in the terrain. It wasn’t another ant hive column of rock. Those pillars had been lumpy and irregular. This was a straight rectangular pillar.

“What is it? What do you see?”

“Not sure. Might just be an odd tree.” Getting closer to the hill was making more of it drop below the horizon. Soon she wouldn’t be able to see any of it until they crested the hill. Getting a bad feeling about it, Alyssa pulled away from the binoculars and started looking around. “Izsha, do you think you could climb on top of that tower of rock without throwing me off?” Alyssa asked, pointing at another of the rock formations. That should give enough of a vantage to see without having to actually get closer.

Izsha turned its head, giving Alyssa the eye. Apparently taking that as a challenge, the draken charged off in the direction Alyssa had pointed. Gritting her teeth, she leaned forward and grabbed on to Izsha’s neck again, wondering why she ever said anything at all. Would it have been that much trouble just to wait for the hill? Probably not.

Claws dug into the stone as Izsha jumped and landed halfway up the suddenly narrow-looking tower of rock. Izsha’s muscles coiled and released, springing her straight upward. As the safety of the ground got further and further away, Alyssa squeezed her eyes shut.

Bad idea.

Very bad idea.

Her arms squeezed tighter, uncaring of the sharp scales pressing into her. If she cut her face, so be it, but if she fell… Alyssa peeked one eye open. Her stomach tightened. Just how tall is this stupid rock? she mentally screamed. It hadn’t looked quite so high from the ground.

Keeping her eyes firmly shut and her hands locked around Izsha, Alyssa held on for dear life until the ride stopped moving. Even then, she kept utterly still until she was certain that there would be no more jumps. Only then did she chance a look.

Immediately, Alyssa closed her eyes again. Sweat welled up in the palms of her hands. And on her back, and face, and armpits, and feet… Her head swam with a sudden lightheaded sensation. The only thing keeping her from toppling off Izsha’s back was her vice grip around the draken’s neck.

Izsha had two feet down on a narrow pillar of rock, barely large enough to hold one and a half of its feet. It was steady, even if Alyssa wasn’t, but that could all change with the slightest shift in weight. They would all topple a hundred miles to the rocky ground below.

“H-How do we get back down without killing ourselves?”

The draken looked back. Izsha’s slit pupils met Alyssa. Aside from a small huff, Izsha didn’t do a thing, yet Alyssa got the distinct sensation that she was being made fun of. And she didn’t care in the slightest. The draken could laugh all it wanted so long as it got them down to the ground.

“Didn’t you want to look through your binoculars?”

Alyssa jumped at the voice in her ear, making her stomach clench tighter as she crushed Izsha’s neck in her grip.

“N-No. Not really.”

“But it looks like there’s a building over there. Made of wood and stone with a big cross of wood set atop it. And several other smaller buildings arrayed around it.”

“Cross?”

Against her better judgment, Alyssa looked up. Strangely enough, looking out over the landscape wasn’t nearly as bad as looking straight down. She actually managed to breathe a little, calming herself down. And Kasita was right. There was a… church down there. Not like Tenebrael’s cathedral in Teneville, which was full of Gothic architecture and flying buttresses and sharp spires, but like a simple church made mostly from the same orange-brown stone that littered the desert. It had a longer building, single story, that might have been a congregation hall. On one end was a square tower. Not a very high one, maybe twice the height of the hall. Atop that, a simple wooden cross jutted high into the sky.

The cross was the strangest part. Since coming to this world, Alyssa hadn’t seen a single sign of Christian iconography. No crosses, no Virgin Marys, not even any halos despite Tenebrael wearing one on occasion. All images that referred to Tenebrael tended to do so with her facial tattoos or her wings.

To find what could easily have been a modest Catholic church out in the middle of nowhere in this world… it had to mean something. It almost certainly was the destination of the Society of the Burning Shadow’s recently deceased. Which meant that it would not be a friendly, welcoming place.

Feeling a little more steady—Izsha hadn’t moved a muscle since its little laugh—Alyssa pulled out both her phone and her binoculars. Pressing the camera lens right up to one of the binocular’s eyepieces, she adjusted the angle a bit until she was happy with the result. Then, she started taking pictures. Irulon hadn’t followed her up the rock pillar. She was down below—which Alyssa was both trying to not think about and was quite thankful for given how little space there was up here—so having something to show her might be advantageous. There were several other buildings near the little church, more like single-room homes than anything else. The place was like a little village. It even had a wall around it… partially. It looked like it was still under construction.

Maybe Irulon could use her analytical abilities to make something useful of the pictures. The images weren’t the best. The darkness didn’t help with that, but there was enough light down there to get something on screen. In front of the church, a few banners had been erected. Embroidered cloth containing images of swords and a shield. She snapped a few pictures of those too, thinking that the symbols would mean something to Irulon.

Alyssa was just about ready to put away her phone and go back to dreading the idea of descending the rock tower when a blinding light flooded the little town. Wincing and throwing up an arm to block the sudden light, she willed the night vision spell to end. Even that didn’t help much. It was still too bright.

“What’s wrong?”

Not daring to turn around to Kasita, Alyssa squinted, trying to see just what had happened. It was like the sun had risen, but only for the little valley the church occupied. Taking advantage of the increased light, Alyssa started snapping much better pictures. As she looked back to the cross through her binocular-enhanced camera, her heart caught in her throat.

Someone was standing on the very top point of the cross, looking down at the ground toward a much smaller rock formation right on the precipice of the town. Not just any regular person, either. The person had wings. One pair of feathered wings.

An angel.

Not a familiar one. Tenebrael had two pairs of obsidian black wings. Iosefael had a single pair of golden-white wings. This one had wings white as fresh snow.

Two of these things were bad enough. Three? And this one standing on top of a building almost certainly associated with a group that despised Tenebrael? Alyssa started snapping pictures as fast as her phone would allow, pleased to see that the angel showed up on the screen. A slight gasp from Kasita upon taking the first picture likely meant that Alyssa wasn’t the only one who could see the winged woman, even if she could only see through the phone.

She wore a red evening gown, further differentiating herself from the golden armor that Iosefael wore. A slim one with a fairly modern look. A slit ran from the side of her thigh to the center of her chest, wrapping around to the front at the stomach. She had no weapons, but neither did Tenebrael or Iosefael, at least not until they were needed in the latter’s case.

Raising a hand covered in an elbow glove, she pointed toward the rock formation she had been staring at. Her mouth started moving. A ruby hued mystic circle formed at her fingertip. A spell. Far more complex than any Alyssa had seen with the possible exception of Irulon’s Fractal spells or anything Tenebrael had done. Lines within lines weaved between layers of those angelic runes.

Alyssa kept taking pictures, focusing on the spell itself rather than the woman casting. She was excited to show it to Irulon to see what her analytical mind made of it, but terrified to find out what the spell did. Angels couldn’t harm humans. She had to hope that Tenebrael was being truthful in that regard.

The spell completed. A thin blip of light shot from the mystic circle like a bullet from a gun. A flash of light momentarily blinded Alyssa as the spell struck the rock formation.

Kasita made a noise at her back. Whether that was because she could see this light or because she could see what had happened, Alyssa didn’t know. Even Izsha jolted slightly, making Alyssa grab on tight once again. She was extremely glad that her binoculars were dangling from her neck and that her phone couldn’t be lost or destroyed, because she dropped both.

The spots in her eyes slowly lessened to the point where she could see once again. The pillar of rock near the hilltop had fallen flat on its side. A dust cloud welled up around it, flooding the area with powdered earth. The clouds billowed outward, sweeping across the land.

Alyssa stared, watching as dark shadows within the cloud burst forth.

Three horses running away as fast as they possibly could.

Taking her binoculars in a shaking hand, she confirmed what she already suspected. “Found Oz,” she mumbled to Kasita. The light flooding the land vanished as she was watching, making her blink twice as her eyes tried to refocus to the night lit by nothing but the moon.

Swinging her view over to the church, she frowned.

The angel was gone. Not a feather in sight.

“What was that?”

“I don’t know for sure. An angel. But… But… W-we should get back to Irulon,” Alyssa said, closing her eyes as she dropped the binoculars. Her arms locked Izsha’s neck into a tight hug once again. She did not know how they were supposed to get down without parachutes and, honestly, wasn’t sure she wanted to know. As soon as she was able, she was going to draw up a hundred of those Feather Fall spells just in case she ever had a lapse in judgment and found herself this high again.
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                Solid ground! Oh how Alyssa loved solid, unmoving, nearby ground. Being down on the ground gave her a chance to actually concentrate without occasionally glancing down and losing all train of thought. And yet, she hadn’t a clue what to think.

An angel! Why was there an angel? Did Tenebrael know about this one? She had to, right? Except… Tenebrael had acted surprised when Alyssa had first mentioned that Iosefael had followed her around. Tenebrael was not omniscient. What was it she had mentioned? Astral Authority? Was this angel part of that? They were planning on destroying this world if they found out about Tenebrael… weren’t they?

At the very least, this angel’s association with the Society of the Burning Shadow meant that she wanted to destroy Tenebrael. As much as she didn’t like Tenebrael, Alyssa really wasn’t sold on other angels being better. Iosefael had all but admitted that they intended to get her killed, even if the angels couldn’t do it themselves. And that was the one good thing about all this. That angel couldn’t hurt her or any other human. Not directly, at least. Giving the Society of the Burning Shadow Divine Inspiration? That was almost certainly fair game.

She needed someone to die nearby. Or for Tenebrael to show up for her chat sooner rather than later.

“This is what attacked us?” Oz said, pointing down at the phone.

Although Irulon had a great many questions after Alyssa had miraculously managed to not fall during Izsha’s descent, she had elected to retrieve the guild before showing any of the pictures she had taken. And before they could run too far off. Partially to get her thoughts together and partially to avoid having to explain things multiple times, if she indeed had to explain anything. For now, she was keeping silent, letting them come to their own conclusions without her bias added in. From Kasita and Tzheitza, Alyssa knew that nobody here had heard of angels before. That didn’t necessarily mean that angels were an unknown species, only that they called them something different.

“How did she get up there?” Oz asked. He looked up and over as if the cross was still in view. It wasn’t. Nothing but a cave ceiling was. They had moved a fair distance away, not wanting anyone from the little town to come across them while they discussed what had happened.

Lumen rolled her eyes. “The wings, idiot. I’m sure they’re not for show.”

“I meant, how did she get up there without us noticing? She’s not exactly trying to hide but I didn’t see her at all. And what is she? Some kind of deformed harpy? Why arms?”

Apparently angels were unknown, both in name and in form.

Catal leaned forward, trying to get a better look at the image. Most of the pictures Alyssa had taken were a bit blurry, but this was one of the best. The angel had her arm outstretched with the magic circle fully formed. It was just before the spell had gone off. “A new species,” he said softly. “I’ve memorized the guild’s monster repository. There is passing resemblance to harpies, but harpies do not have arms and hands. There are no other winged creatures that look this human. We should prepare to make a report on it. Unless the royal family has information on them?”

Irulon’s head barely twitched in a negative shake. Her eyes were black and white, spinning as fast as ever. Since Alyssa first pulled up the images, the princess hadn’t once blinked. “Show the other portrait,” she said, voice soft. “The one just before this.”

Alyssa swiped her thumb across the screen, going back to the picture before. The spell wasn’t fully formed in this one, but the shot was a little wider, giving a better view of the partial magic circle.

“It doesn’t make any sense.”

“You mean the part where she’s drawing out a spell in the air?” Lumen said with a scoff. “Or that a monster is drawing what looks like human magic? The Juno Federation has a lot to answer for if they’ve been spreading magical secrets among monsters.”

Alyssa did not miss the way Lumen glanced in her direction while speaking. She tried to put it out of her mind, focusing on Irulon. It was the princess who Alyssa most wanted to hear speak and so far, she hadn’t heard much. Irulon was not doing the thing where she talked aloud while thinking, unfortunately. If she was going to start talking now, Alyssa wanted to listen.

“Aside from that,” Irulon said. “The spell itself. Look at it. Tell me that isn’t the most overly complex diagram you’ve ever seen. And it’s huge, encompassing a total space equivalent to twelve by twelve standard spell cards.” She shook her head, managing to keep her eyes on the phone at the same time. “If the objective was to destroy your hiding spot, I could have managed the same with a single Fractal spell, which are complex spells, true, but far more compact. No human could have cast this. Dragons are estimated to be magically equivalent to Rank Nine and I doubt even one of them could have done so. This might just be Rank Ten magic, all to destroy a bit of rock.”

“Rank Ten? You’re serious? Princess Irulon, if I may be so blunt, your Fractal magic research has clearly addled your mind. I’ve heard what has come of those who have researched such magic and you are definitely following in their footsteps.”

“Surely you aren’t so ignorant as to believe that nothing out there could surpass Rank Nine? It must be unimaginably sad to have such a shriveled imagination. I believe that all Monster Lords are on par with the mythical Rank Ten. A few might even surpass that.”

“Surpass Rank Ten? You truly are insane.”

“Enlightened, Lumen. Just enlightened. And I would like to be more enlightened,” she said, turning away from her fellow arcanist. “So tell me, what is this creature?”

“Well,” Catal started. “Anytime the guild runs into a new monster type, there are a number of elements to take note of. From physical description to abilities to sexual dimorphism if—”

“Thank you, Catal, but I was inquiring of Alyssa.”

Three heads turned to face her with a variety of expression, from Lumen’s scowl to the thoughtful furrowed brows of Catal. Kasita and Irulon had already been looking in her direction. Despite having expected the question, Alyssa still hesitated under their glances, not sure exactly what to tell them all.

“You know these creatures?” Catal said, giving her a bit of prompting. “Do they have a name?”

“A name. Lovely. That tells us so much,” Lumen said, sarcasm dripping from her words.

Despite Lumen’s dismissal, a name was something she could jump off. A starting point. “Angels. My people call them angels. They were thought to be mythological… still are, really. I might be the first person to have seen one in thousands of years. Unfortunately, I couldn’t tell anyone about it. The one I saw got a little mad at me for… uh, seeing her. She sent me here before I saw anyone else from my home.”

“Capabilities, Alyssa?” Irulon’s eyes were dancing, all lit up. She definitely found all this to be fascinating. How much was because she was finding out more about where Alyssa came from and how she got here? How much was about a new species? And how much of her excitement was because she realized that Tenebrael might just be one of these angels.

It almost surprised Alyssa that none of the others jumped to that conclusion upon seeing the picture. Tenebrael had black wings and four of them, true, but they were both humans with wings. Then again, she could also see how such a thought wouldn’t cross their minds. It was exactly the same situation Alyssa would be in if she found some old guy in a toga performing magic tricks. No matter how amazing those tricks were, she would never consider the possibility that he might be Zeus.

But their capabilities? “I don’t even know if there is a limit to what they can do,” Alyssa said after a moment. Lumen scoffed, but Alyssa ignored it. “I do know that they cannot normally be perceived or interacted with in any way by us mortals. They are invisible and intangible, which is why you didn’t notice her on top of that church. Strangely, they are not omnipotent. At least, they aren’t omniscient, which I believe is a requirement for omnipotence.”

“We’re supposed to believe this drivel?” Lumen shook her head. “What even is this trinket? How do we know this isn’t a ruse.”

“I have inspected the capabilities of the trinket and trust that it is accurate in its depictions. And I believe Alyssa to be telling the truth as far as she knows it, though I would ask that you stick to events and situations that you have directly observed. I gather that your feelings of omnipotence come from your mythology rather than your experience. Try to keep the two separate.”

Alyssa nodded at Irulon. Experiences. Right. Alyssa started telling them about everything she could remember of her experiences with Tenebrael, obviously leaving out the part of Tenebrael actually being one of these angels and the whole soul consumption aspect. She mentioned their teleportation abilities, the fight between Iosefael and Tenebrael and how they wound up destroying several buildings near the wall. “The one angel that has been interacting with me told me precisely when you would have died,” Alyssa said to Irulon. “The time she told me was fifteen minutes after your stasis would have run out naturally. She… asked if I would save your life.”

As soon as the words were out of Alyssa’s mouth, she regretted phrasing it like that. If Irulon suspected that Tenebrael was an angel, she would probably take that as her deity watching over her. If she didn’t suspect, she would take it as an impossibly powerful being watching out for her. Either way, a grin spread across her face at being explicitly mentioned.

Moving on as quickly as she could, Alyssa held out her phone. “Normally, these devices are relatively fragile and will only last continuously for a few hours. See how thin it is? It’s very flimsy. But I asked her if she would make this indestructible. She did.”

“Now that is something we can test,” Lumen said immediately, drawing a card from somewhere on her person with a smile.

Alyssa hesitated, pulling the phone closer protectively. It really wasn’t something she wanted to test. Though, she supposed that she had already done so to a degree. Just a half hour ago, she had dropped it from that pillar Izsha had climbed. Calling it to her hand had worked and it didn’t even have a single scratch on it. It was invulnerable. Right?

And it might shut Lumen up for a moment. She interrupted with a scoff at the very least every time Alyssa mentioned something Tenebrael had done.

“Alright.” Alyssa closed her eyes and took a breath. It would be fine. Tenebrael hadn’t lied about anything so far, even if Alyssa didn’t like what she had to say. Letting out her breath, she tossed the phone to the ground.

Lumen’s eyes practically glowed. “Stand back,” she said, making Alyssa wince. Once everyone was well clear of the poor phone, she threw the card into the air. It spun around, hovering directly above the phone with the magic circle aiming downward. “Annihilator,” she intoned.

Alyssa winced again, this time from the light. It wasn’t quite as bright as an angel’s halo, but she still had to shield her eyes. A heat crashed into her arms. Considering she was still wearing dragon scales, the fact that she could feel it on her arms made her extremely glad that she had put them in front of her face. Thankfully, it only lasted a moment. When Alyssa blinked the spots from her eyes enough to see, she found herself standing in front of a narrow crater at least five feet deep. The rock had turned from dusty brown to a glowing orange with a glossy sheen down to the very depths.

It was a good thing they had moved to a cave a fair distance from the town. If they had just been down on the other side of the hill, Lumen’s spell would have been as good as a mile-high neon advertisement. A beacon to everyone that wanted to hunt them. Alyssa glanced back for a moment, double checking that the cave entrance wasn’t anywhere in sight. It was a fairly deep hole in the side of a butte, so she doubted anyone would have seen anything.

Approaching the fresh pit, Alyssa leaned over the edge, pinching her nose. Molten rock did not smell the most pleasant, though she had smelled worse by far. It smelled far more… alive than Alyssa would have expected from rock. Hopefully it wasn’t anything toxic. The heat coming from the inside was intense. Still hot even after a few moments passed. How any of them had managed to avoid third degree burns from proximity was something likely only explainable through magic. But she could see her phone. Right on top of the slowly cooling rock, her phone sat, looking just as good as the day she had bought it. Better, even. Holding out a hand, it disappeared from the pit and reappeared at her fingertips. Turning it on, Alyssa quickly made sure that it did indeed still work. “Phew.”

Looking away from her phone, she found Lumen scowling. All Alyssa could do was shrug. Destroying five feet of rock sure was a good test for her phone’s tenacity. That was one load off her mind.

“These angels certainly sound impressive,” Lumen said, crossing her hands over her chest. “But if so, why let us go? Surely it could have destroyed us easily with that spell if their powers are so great.”

Alyssa nodded. “Yeah. The one that sent me here wanted to kill me at the time, I’m almost certain. But she mentioned something to me. Apparently angels cannot harm humans.”

“Cannot or will not?” Irulon asked.

“I… assume will not. I really don’t know. I do know that there is some sort of Astral Authority of angels that is supposed to keep them in line, but I also know that it doesn’t do a very good job of it. Something about leadership problems at the moment.”

“Then we should assume that they can hurt us, though may be reluctant to.”

“I suppose. But it is most likely why you three,” Alyssa paused, looking between Oz, Lumen, and Catal, “were merely sent running instead of worse.”

A brief moment of silence followed. Alyssa couldn’t help but notice Oz shiver slightly. Although somewhat panicked at the thought of facing a high number of trolls, he had faced the ones he had fought that night with a calm decorum that really made Alyssa believe that he was a veteran fighter. And she still believed that, even if Irulon was less than impressed with him. Still, it was probably somewhat unnerving to find out that he could have died without any way of fighting back first.

On the other hand, Lumen was shaking her head. Did she not believe anything that she was hearing? Her frequent scoffs and haughty attitude lent credence to that. Not to mention her obvious dislike of both Irulon and Alyssa. But surely she had to realize that something destroyed the terrain. Much more effectively than she had, at that. Maybe she was just hiding her insecurity over the situation using her attitude.

Catal, Alyssa knew the least of the three. She had met him at the exact same time as Lumen, but he didn’t talk much, and when he did, it was soft spoken. It gave her the impression that he was the thoughtful type. The way he was stroking his bushy mustache with furrowed brows only reinforced Alyssa’s opinion of him.

He was the one to break the moment of silence, first looking at Alyssa, then Irulon, then his two companions. “So what do we do about this angel? We aren’t even at the fairy commune and we’ve already run into this monster.”

“If it cannot hurt us, we simply ignore it as we go about our business. There were banners inside the town with the emblem of the Juno Federation. We’ll mark this on the map for our report and continue to the commune.”

“There are things worse than death, Lumen,” Irulon said. “It would not be wise to ignore this as a threat.”

“Of course we’re not going to ignore it. But we’re not going near that place again. We’re not equipped to fight off a whole army, which that town likely holds based on our brief reconnaissance.”

“Are we not?” Irulon said, smiling a smile that sent a small shiver down Alyssa’s spine.

“Besides that,” Alyssa said, trying to change the topic, “until now, I believed that I was the only one to know about angels in this world. But if the Society of the Burning Shadow is also aware of them, it is highly likely that this angel informed them of our presence here. Even if the angel does not interact with the Society, that light when the rock was destroyed will have alerted everyone, not to mention the rock being destroyed. I doubt we’ll be able to simply walk up to that town again.”

“Your trinket captured the state of the compound as it was before the angel made its presence known?”

Alyssa blinked, mind taking an extra second to process what Irulon had said. “I took pictures of the buildings and the town, if that’s what you mean.”

“Excellent. Morning isn’t far off. We will make camp here. This will give us time to plan as well as a chance for them to lower their undoubtedly heightened alert status.”

Oz held up a finger. “I don’t mind camping for the day, but Princess Irulon, Lumen is right. We are being paid to scout with a side objective of destroying a fairy commune. We have scouted a Juno Federation outpost. But entering it, and while it’s under the protection of a monster none has ever heard of before, definitely does not fall under our quest’s parameters. The five dragonsfire orbs I had to purchase from Tzheitza are only enough for the fairy commune. We don’t have spares to take out this place and we aren’t being paid to do so either.”

“If you wish to continue with your original mission, that is acceptable. However, the Society of the Burning Shadow clearly has an operation here and I will not be leaving until their operations are sufficiently disrupted.”

“How sufficient is sufficiently disrupted?”

Irulon grinned, flashing as many teeth as she could possibly manage. “The Society of the Burning Shadow nearly killed me. Worse, they’ve wounded my pride and made me look weak in front of someone whose opinion of me I did not wish to lower.” She did not look in Alyssa’s direction as she spoke, but who else could she have been talking about. Tess? “To repay their slight against me?

“I intend to raze this military compound to the ground along with every inhabitant.”
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                “Is it alright to let them go like that?” Alyssa said, lowering her binoculars as she lost sight of the guild knights. They were headed south, back the way they had come. Not because they were retreating back to the city, but because they wanted to give the little town an extensive berth as they made their way around it. Regardless of whether or not they truly had believed Alyssa, it was a fact that the angel had them spooked.

Which had probably been the angel’s intent all along. To scare away any threats to the village. As little as it was, it seemed like an awful lot of interaction with mortals for what Alyssa knew of angels. While Tenebrael wanted to interfere with mortals more than she was, it didn’t seem like she could. Iosefael hadn’t seemed to want to interact with anyone at all, aside from putting Alyssa back on Earth and killing her in the process. In fact, she had actively tried to get Alyssa to not go out and encounter anyone or anything else in this world.

This red-dressed angel clearly had different ideas.

“Their mission is important as well,” Irulon said. “And, above all else, they are mercenaries. Asking them to assist me out of the kindness of their hearts would be futile. I could offer to pay them, but it is highly frowned upon to accept requests that do not go through the guild’s headquarters. And if accepting my quest did anything to jeopardize their existing quest, there would be significant penalties enforced by the guild.”

“Sounds complicated.”

“Indeed. Although, without you or I there, destroying the fairy commune may prove difficult for them. Dragonsfire potions or not. Still, I know my brother offered a significant amount merely to scout out the location.”

“Are they going to be alright going up against fairies? They won’t have any troubles being mind controlled, will they?”

“They were planning on leaving without us before we injected ourselves into their quest. This effectively has changed nothing at all except to give them company for a portion of their journey.”

“Unwanted company,” Alyssa mumbled, thinking back to Lumen.

“Hm. Possibly. One of the other reasons I did not attempt to bribe them. I doubt they would have done anything to me, but your pet mimic… Let’s just say that I’m surprised Kasita is still around. A spell like Annihilation would have destroyed her regardless of her illusory ability.”

“Ufu~ She would have needed to find me first. I was keeping a cautious eye on her the whole time. Her and the larger human. I didn’t like the idea of an unknown enchantment hitting me.”

“Lumen undoubtedly possesses several cards capable of detecting hidden monsters and objects. They are looking for a fairy commune, after all,” Irulon said without breaking stride at having the mimic literally pop out of nowhere.

Entirely unsurprised at Kasita’s sudden appearance as well, Alyssa just shook her head. “Poor Oz. He’d be depressed if he knew how little he is considered a threat.”

“He’s a threat. Just not to me.”

“I will refrain from contributing my opinion. Rather, I have a question that I did not wish to bring up in front of the others.” Irulon leaned back against the rock exterior of their cavernous shelter, illuminated by the sun high in the sky.

They had spent most of the day alternating between sleeping and discussing their plans. True to her mental promise, Alyssa had stayed awake for a full shift of watch, sitting just outside the cave with her eyes searching for any sign of movement on the horizon. It… had not been the most exciting thing she had done. More than once, she had reached for her phone with the thought of games or videos on her mind, but she had resisted the temptation. The others had trusted her to keep them safe, so she couldn’t betray that by getting distracted.

Kasita had helped keep her on task. The mimic had spent the entire time with her, mostly resting against the wall in silence. Once or twice, however, she had asked to see the images of the angel again. Alyssa had simply handed over her phone entirely, both thanks to renewed confidence in Tenebrael’s upgrades and because she trusted Kasita to be respectful. And just to get it out of her hands, letting her watch the horizon without distraction.

Irulon, on the other hand, had not taken a watch. Neither had she slept, which Alyssa had conflicted feelings about. She liked not having to go through the experience of waking the princess up again, but she worried that a lack of sleep might cause problems down the line. Yet the princess showed no sign of wishing to sleep at the moment.

Her eyes, violet right now, locked on to Alyssa.

Shifting slightly, feeling the sudden intensity, Alyssa waited for whatever Irulon was going to ask.

“You consider Tenebrael an angel, do you not?”

Alyssa opened her mouth without thinking. “Ye—” Partway through a very small word, she hesitated. Should she mention that? Too late now. Irulon nodded as if she had expected the answer.

“The physical similarities between the creature captured on your trinket and depictions of Tenebrael are difficult to ignore. Added to that, depictions of Tenebrael come from dying pilgrims whose words may or may not accurately reflect reality and should be taken with scrutiny.”

“That’s…” Alyssa sighed.

“You’ve seen her. She’s the one who brought you to this world. She’s the one who offered you a wish. A genie, you called Her?”

“She’s an angel.” There wasn’t much point in hiding it, was there? Irulon clearly put together enough of the puzzle to see the picture, even if it still had a few pieces missing. “She called herself as such, though the mythology of angels exists back on my world.”

“Plural.”

“Angels are considered… servants? Of a deity. Here, Tenebrael seems to have taken the place of that deity. But it’s all mythology back in my world. If anyone really has seen an angel, it would have been thousands of years before I was born. Everything left has been warped by time.” So she said, less because she believed the myths to be untrue and more because she really didn’t want to be accused of heresy. Framing everything as mythology was as good an excuse as any.

Irulon hummed, eyes flickering black and white for just a moment. “Why does she reveal herself to you? Talk with you? Approach you?”

“I don’t know. I mean, I know why she talks to me. It’s because I can see her. But neither of us know why I can see her. She was surprised by it at first, but I doubt she’s thought about it all that much as of late.” It was the same as with Alyssa’s magic usage. When she had first stopped the fight between Tenebrael and Iosefael, Tenebrael had been surprised and spent all of five minutes poking and prodding to figure out why Spectral Chains had worked on angels. And then… she hadn’t done anything similar since. Tenebrael seemed far more concerned with Alyssa interacting with people than with the oddities that enabled that interaction.

“Hm. You really… aren’t lying. Are you?”

Raising an eyebrow, Alyssa shook her head. “No?”

“It’s just hard to believe. Hearing someone speak so candidly about Tenebrael is strange. I have an infinite amount of questions, yet I’m not sure I want to ask any. It feels… blasphemous.”

A chill ran down Alyssa’s spine. “I definitely do not intend to be blasphemous. I just… It’s—”

Irulon waved a hand across her chest. “I must show reverence. Yet if She chose to bring herself down to your level, you can hardly be blamed. Though I would recommend not advertising your conversations with too many who you don’t trust to share a similar mindset.” She shoved herself off the wall, pacing back and forth for a moment while looking at the ground. “Far more concerning is the idea that Tenebrael is a member of a species. Angels,” she said as if tasting the word. “Tenebrael has always just been Tenebrael. Nothing more, nothing less. Applying a species to her makes her sound like a common monster. Which would be blasphemous. I highly recommend against mentioning such a thing to anyone.”

“If it makes you feel better, from what I understand, Tenebrael is definitely the main overseer of this world. I don’t know if she was of my world, but it wouldn’t be wrong to consider her a deity here. The two non-Tenebrael angels I have seen are of a far lower rank than she is. I think the indicator is in their wings. Tenebrael has four. Iosefael and this red-dressed angel only have two.” Alyssa did not really want to mention that there were six-winged angels that Tenebrael had aspired to be at one point. Making her out to be the top angel felt less blasphemous. While Irulon had said that she shouldn’t worry about that, Alyssa still did.

Maybe some day, Irulon would learn the truth. For now, letting her believe that Tenebrael was the same deity that she always had been wasn’t going to hurt anything. It wasn’t like she could actually interact with Tenebrael regardless.

Irulon closed her eyes. Over the course of a full minute, she looked to Alyssa, opened her mouth, closed her mouth, and looked away at least five times. Eventually, she shook her head from side to side. “If Tenebrael presents Herself to me, I will consider it a sign that I may ask the questions I have on my mind. Until then, I will remain silent… except. One thing.” Her fingers, gloved in dragon hide, lightly brushed over her face. “Are the depictions of Her… accurate?”

Worried about her tattoos? It had to be. “The markings were instantly recognizable,” Alyssa said. “It was one of the first things I noticed about you. Not one hundred percent perfect, but considering that the only descriptions of Tenebrael came from people who were literally seconds away from dying, I’m surprised at how good they are.”

“Good. I don’t suppose, if She will allow it, that you capture Her on your trinket as you have done with this angel?”

“I’ll ask, I guess.” And if she saw Tenebrael casting any spells, Alyssa would definitely be snapping a picture as fast as she possibly could. Irulon had drawn out the entire pattern of the red-dressed angel’s spell and was in the process of trying to break it down into something she could understand. Alyssa couldn’t make heads of tails of any of it, but she also hadn’t been studying magic for most of her life. Angelic magic was almost certainly going to be the thing that got her back home and might also be the only thing that worked against angels. The more of it she could hand off to Irulon, the more likely her goals could be accomplished.

Learning the intricacies of magic herself might be a possibility. One that would require a significant investment of time. Back when she had heard about Lyria and the Observatorium, she had hoped to find a way home within a week. How foolish she had been back then. It was getting to the point where learning how to craft spells herself might actually be necessary. Especially with Irulon’s close call just the other night. She didn’t want anything to happen to the princess simply because Alyssa considered her a friend, but it warranted consideration with how dangerous this world could be. If something ended up happening to Irulon, Alyssa would be left… not alone. Kasita and Tzheitza, even Oz were still around. But magically, Alyssa would have nothing. No help. No knowledge.

When she got back to Lyria, maybe she would start learning magic. Though she wasn’t quite sure how to go about it. The Observatorium apparently required a bit of a tuition to get in and attend lectures. She had access to the library. The books she had found so far were more of indexes of existing spells rather than actual spell creation instructions. She might ask Irulon, but given how the princess hadn’t been all that excited about teaching her how to draw out a spell card, she probably wouldn’t be a great teacher.

It was something to look into.

For now, they had other goals. When Irulon didn’t say anything more on the subject of Tenebrael, Alyssa switched their topic to the current problem. “How are we going to raze this village? I don’t suppose you have a nice simple spell that will… I don’t know, take their village into some other world and leave it there permanently?”

Irulon still didn’t respond. Her eyes were vacantly staring, not quite seeing what was in front of her. It took Alyssa waving a hand in front of her face to get her blinking. She jerked her head, eyes meeting Alyssa’s. “Lost in thought,” she said with a slight shake. “You were saying…”

Alyssa pressed her lips together, in part wondering if she should even ask again. Destroying a village didn’t really sit well with her. Then again, she couldn’t imagine people willingly living out in the middle of a desert. She hadn’t even seen a source of water for them during her survey. It probably wasn’t actually a village, but rather, a military installation. A military installation that was planning to set an entire hive of ants on a city, undoubtedly decimating both. There might be a few civilians here, but they needed to be stopped.

Besides, even if she said nothing, Irulon wouldn’t forget about her plan for revenge forever. “Raze the village,” Alyssa said, putting it simply. “How?”

“Right. A tricky question not knowing the full capabilities or just how far this angel will go to protect the Juno Federation. I have several ideas… Bring up your captured maps of their village layout?”

Alyssa hesitated, thinking for a second. “They’re pictures. I took pictures of their village. I’ll show you the pictures. If the pictures move, they’re called videos. Pictures and videos.” Despite her complaints, Alyssa pulled out her phone and switched to the first few images. “This is a Juno Federation outpost, right? I just want to be sure that we’re not about to kill a bunch of people who are just living out here.”

“These banners?” Irulon said, finger hovering just above the glass. “The crossed swords and aegis? It is the emblem of Juno authority. This is a sanctioned outpost. Military. Not civilian.” She hummed, looking at the images, flipping through them occasionally. After examining each image once, she hit one of the ones of the angel. For a moment, she hesitated. That hesitation turned to a scowl. “I have our priority targets.”

She flipped the phone back to one of the smaller buildings that Alyssa had identified as a home. “This is a storehouse. Food and other such supplies.”

“How can you tell?”

“A lack of windows indicates that it wasn’t intended for habitation. A discoloration of dirt around the entrance likely comes from excavation, digging deep to help keep the food cool and away from the desert heat.”

Discoloration? The image quality was terrible. Looking through the binoculars really did a number on what otherwise would have been a great view. But Irulon was far more observant than she was, so she would trust her on this.

Irulon changed the picture to another one. This one obviously not a home. “The stables are our second target. Removing their ability to flee and their food stores will effectively neutralize the outpost in the short term. Obviously, reinforcements can fix both, but we should be able to eliminate the rest over the course of a week, well before any help will arrive. A week of no food will also weaken and starve the occupants.”

“Starvation?” Kasita said. “That seems a lot slower than I was expecting raze to imply.”

“Oh no, mimic. That’s merely for demoralization. These people nearly killed me. While I do not fear Tenebrael’s embrace, I am not quite ready to meet her just yet.” Her eyes flicked to Alyssa. “Well, not for that purpose. If she wishes to appear before me and discuss the intricacies of magic or bring me to another world, I will greet her with a smile.” Turning back to Kasita, she grinned. “No. These people will be made to fear. They will regret existence itself. I have tasks for both of you, if you are willing to assist me.”

“In killing humans who use monsters to carry out their dirty work? I can’t agree fast enough.”

Alyssa frowned, giving Kasita a mild glare. The mimic had mentioned not liking humans before, so she wasn’t too surprised at taking the opportunity to enact some violence. She was surprised at the hypocrisy. Wasn’t this just Irulon’s dirty work?

“The difference,” Kasita said knowingly, smiling with one finger in the air as if to make a point, “is that I am willingly agreeing to this. Capturing a fairy and forcing it to force others to suicide on human swords is perhaps more reprehensible than what had been going on in the basement of the Waterhole. At least those women had their wills, beaten down and broken though they were.”

“Alyssa, you will help as well, won’t you?”

“I came all the way out here,” she said with a sigh.

“You came with the sole intention of rescuing Oxart. That has been done. I know you are… averse to killing.”

“Just promise me this: If there are children, they will be spared. And anyone who surrenders.”

“Acceptable. Once night falls, we will begin. Until then, I have a few spells to create and a plan to go over with the two of you.” She turned back to the cave they had been staying in, waving a beckoning hand. “And something I wish to test involving Kasita’s capabilities.”
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                Alyssa crept through the town, moving slowly as she eyed her surroundings. No one should be able to see her. She had a shroud of glass shards surrounding her, making anyone who looked in her direction see nothing at all. Empty Mirror. Alyssa had snapped a picture of it the second Irulon had handed it over. It was one of the spells that Alyssa had been wanting a permanent copy of. With it being a lower rank relative to some of the other Fractal spells, it didn’t look overly complex to redraw either. As soon as she had a spare moment, she would be drawing up a dozen of them.

Now was not the time.

So far, she had passed no less than twelve people. None made any indication of noticing her presence, but they were definitely on alert, watching their surroundings almost as much as Alyssa was. Whether their agitated state came from the angel, the destruction of one of the rock pillars around their base, or the fact that three of their scouts hadn’t returned didn’t really matter to Alyssa. The point was that they were wary.

And the more she looked around at the people and buildings, the more her confidence grew that these were not random civilians. This was a military installation. There were no children around, first and foremost. Men and women, yes, but no children. If this were a regular village, Alyssa would have expected at least a handful of children. Secondly, while not everyone wore the garb, about half the people Alyssa had seen wore some form of a hooded cloak. She still wasn’t sure why they wore it. Something religious, presumably. Even just a half hour after nightfall, it was hot. A normal person wouldn’t wear a thick cloak in a desert.

Would they? Movies and other media often portrayed desert dwellers as having concealing clothing, but Alyssa had always figured that those would be light clothes, just enough to keep the sun off the skin. The cloaks the Society of the Burning Shadow wore looked more suited to a colder environment. Not quite icy tundra cold, but something with a far more manageable temperature than a desert.

In any case, Alyssa had far less compunctions about acting against these people than she had when she worried that this was just a poorly thought out settlement. Though, she was glad that her job did not involve the stables. People were one thing, but the poor horses had been dragged into this.

Of course, her job wasn’t exactly the most comforting of tasks either. It was one thing to be attacked and fight back. It was another thing entirely to sneak through their village to poison their food stores. If this were Earth, it would probably be a war crime.

If this were Earth, enslaving a million ants to use as shock troopers would probably be a war crime too. Did that make what she was doing right? No. Not at all. But at the same time, going up to them and asking politely if they would stop wouldn’t work. No matter what she did, it would take drastic measures. Poisoning them was definitely safer for Alyssa than fighting them directly.

Alyssa tossed a glance up to the church and its cross. She had expected the angel to show up when she had first crested the hilltop with Irulon and Kasita, but it hadn’t. So far, the church was silent. She wasn’t sure if she should be more worried about the lack of an angel or relieved that another one wouldn’t start talking to her. For now, she continued forward at her cautious pace, moving aside to ensure that she didn’t accidentally bump into a pair of hooded people walking in the opposite direction.

“The way you tell it, Liadri’s vision sounds most concerning,” one said as they passed, making Alyssa pause.

A vision? Like a prophecy? Or some kind of premonition? That sounded mildly more important than poisoning the food and water supply. Maybe it was just an excuse to procrastinate on potentially murdering a few dozen people, but Alyssa turned and started following the two, keeping a short distance behind them, while remaining close enough that she could hear.

“Yes. We should be on guard. Even more than we are now. The watchmen have seen nothing, but I feel an unnatural chill in the air.”

“There is precaution then there is paranoia. And Liadri’s visions breed paranoia. I wonder how accurate this vision will truly be. Her words have not come to pass as often as they used to, lately. The seventh experiment was supposed to have been a success, but only young Morgan returned. We should have received word about the ninth experiment by now, but our brethren are silent. Dead? Captured as well?”

“Have faith. We are a blessed people. Be wary of a wandering mind—”

“I know the tenets. But do you not worry that Liadri’s mind has wandered? Her visions were once as true as the sun rising every morning. Now, they are errant. Even the words you spoke to me are contradictory. Early on in this vision, she specifically mentioned that we are all united in our goal. Two lines later and, ‘The enemy walks among us. They wear familiar faces and pass unseen beside us, carrying about their subversive tasks.’ So which is it? Do we trust each other or do we have a traitor in our midst?”

Alyssa’s breath hitched. They were talking about her, Kasita, and Irulon. Surely. Those were two separate clauses. Kasita wore a familiar face of one of the watchmen they had taken out near the partially complete wall, attempting to infiltrate the church while armed with a dozen spells of Irulon’s creation in case she wound up discovered. Meanwhile, Alyssa and Irulon were supposed to be taking out their supplies and their stables respectively, both unseen under their shrouds.

Just who was this Liadri? Even vague as it was, that vision was accurate. That this guy interpreted it as referring to a traitor was luck. Someone else might not come to the same conclusion. And how old was that vision? It had to be recent. Alyssa hadn’t even known what she would be doing now just a few hours ago. Could a prophecy predict her movements farther in advance than that? Or was it predicting her at all? Not even Tenebrael’s little book could predict her, so the idea that a mundane human had managed to do what Tenebrael couldn’t was laughable. The vision could have been referring to nothing more than Kasita and Irulon, leaving Alyssa out of it.

Would this Liadri have a vision about the poisoned supplies? Or the dead horses? Both could be a problem, though Irulon didn’t seem to care much that they would be found out. Without supplies or transportation, it didn’t matter if they knew about the food. They would either eat and die or starve and die. Neither pleasant outcomes, but nothing that the people here could change.

Liadri sounded familiar. Alyssa was almost certain that she had heard that name before. There were really only a handful of possibilities. It had either come from one of the Society of the Burning Shadow, likely Morgan given that Morgan was the only one Alyssa had spoken with for any length of time. There was the possibility that Irulon or Tzheitza had mentioned a Liadri, but the more Alyssa thought about it, the more she thought it was Morgan.

It didn’t really matter, except that she couldn’t ask Irulon about it if she hadn’t been the one to tell her. Though she wasn’t sure how much she needed to ask. Just from context, it was clear that Liadri was a sort of seer. An accurate one at that, even if her vague words didn’t make perfect sense when taken at face value.

There was a possibility that this Liadri was the angel from the night before, but Alyssa doubted it. Given both Tenebrael and Iosefael’s surprise with Alyssa being able to see them, it clearly was not a common occurrence. If someone here was talking to an angel, it would be a single person, not many people. Perhaps Liadri was that person, disguising what the angel told her as prophecy.

But what to do about it? The two men were still talking. One berating the other for accusing Liadri of having a wandering mind, whatever that was supposed to mean. Alyssa waited, following them for another minute until they went into one of the smaller buildings around the church. No part of their conversation gave her a clue as to what they would be doing inside, but she didn’t want to risk entering. They took up too much space and closed the door behind them. Even though they couldn’t see her, they would be able to see the door opening and closing.

So Alyssa backed away, ducking between two buildings. Making sure that she was alone in the… it wasn’t really an alley, but it was close enough to one for her purposes. “Message. Irulon. I just overheard two people talking about a seer having a vision, warning her followers against an enemy walking unseen and wearing familiar faces. They seemed to think it referred to a traitor, but I thought you should be aware in any case.”

After sending a nearly identical Message to Kasita to warn the mimic that the people here might be on the lookout for her, Alyssa waited. It was really just more procrastination, using the excuse that Irulon might message her back to avoid heading to the food storage. Procrastination wasn’t like her. Alyssa preferred to do things as soon as possible, especially unpleasant things. Just get them out of the way and leave time to do something more fun.

But this, this was something drastically different from homework or getting her truck serviced. This…

She had killed people. There was no doubt about that. But she had justified every death through necessity or self defense. Could she do the same after indiscriminately poisoning everyone here? Honestly? Probably. This world was messed up. The longer Alyssa spent in it, the more she was confident that it was messing her up as well. It wasn’t that there was some magical corruption affecting her mind. Having to kill so many people would mess anyone up.

Two months ago, before she had even heard of this world… back when she woke up every morning, went to work, went to the gym, did the same things over and over again day in and day out, would she have ever considered poisoning even one known murderer? Probably not. Now here she was, easily able to come up with far more reasons to do it than not.

A flash of anger hit Alyssa, once again hating this stupid world and all its idiotic inhabitants. Setting her face in stone, Alyssa stalked through the streets, retracing the steps she had taken while following after those two men. She had memorized the layout of the town thanks to her pictures. Even if she had gotten lost, the church stood tall, acting as a compass. The buildings around it were tiny. Unless she were standing right up against one, she would be able to see the tall cross from anywhere in the town.

Alyssa glanced up. Still no angel. Just checking.

As she walked, a pressure weighed on Alyssa’s mind. A foreign feeling of unnatural thoughts. At first, she feared that the fairy wasn’t quite as dead as it should be in Musca’s stomach, then she worried that she had wandered too near a fairy that these people had captured. But it was a different sort of pressure. She didn’t feel giddy and happy. Once she started to relax, she heard it. A familiar voice.

~Understood. Beware trying to enter the building, I’ve found protections around the stables and am unsure of their intended effects. Complete your task using Plan B then meet near the church. Around the south side, there is a large desert sagebrush. I will be waiting nearby.~

Irulon. Alyssa sighed, glad it was just a Message spell. The first time she had actually heard it directed at her. Though heard wasn’t the right way to think of it. Like the fairy’s voice, it resounded within her mind. Not air hitting her eardrums, but not her own thoughts either. The voice was distinct and separate, clearly Irulon speaking.

Perhaps that was how Oxart had fallen. Oxart might have been expecting to receive a Message, but let in the fairy instead, giving it a foothold in her mind. That made a certain amount of sense, now having experienced both the Message and fairy control.

But again, Alyssa found herself procrastinating.

The storehouse was right in front of her. A smallish building, cobblestone up to the waist then wood from there up. The roof was a yellowed thatch. It only had one wooden door. There had been a few guards patrolling the borders of the village. Those guards hadn’t been there the night before, so something—the angel destroying a rock formation almost certainly—had spooked them. However, there was no guard here. If Alyssa were in charge here, she would definitely not leave such an important depot undefended. Liadri even said that ‘the enemy’ walks among them. Regardless of if that meant a traitor or an interloper, they had to realize that such an isolated, non-farming community lived and died by their supplies.

A magical defense then? That was probably what Irulon meant by protections. Alyssa hesitated in touching the door. Such a defense was possible. Kasita had mentioned that proper spell tomes were typically protected against being touched by monsters such as her. So it might be possible to key a door to opening only for specific people or to some with a special key. Then again, the Society of the Burning Shadow did not seem all that magically adept. They didn’t have a wide variety of spells. Everyone Alyssa had seen basically used nothing but low level Death spells and a few Fire spells.

Unless the angel had done the defenses.

With a little trepidation, Alyssa reached for the doorknob, just touching it.

Nothing happened.

Alyssa closed her hand around the handle with more confidence. Still nothing happened, so she gave it a little tug.

The door didn’t budge. Blinking in surprise, Alyssa quickly found the problem. A little keyhole just above the handle. A deadbolt, or whatever the local equivalent was. How foolish, she thought with a shake of her head. All that overthinking with magic, but it had just been locked. A regular, mundane lock.

Someone somewhere had to have a key. Probably many someones. Food and water was something needed regularly. High ranking people and whoever prepared the food were the most likely people to have keys, but she didn’t have a clue where to start looking. Kasita might be able to find one. However, Irulon had offered an alternative if Alyssa was unable to get into the building.

“Message. Irulon. Locked door on the storage house. Proceeding to Plan B in five minutes, unless you have objections.” Irulon had already said to go ahead with Plan B in her Message, so there really was no excuse for the delay. Maybe it was just another method of procrastination.

While waiting for a reply, Alyssa pulled out a spell card. A triangle with an eye in the center, similar to the eye of providence, set inside a circle with eight arrows pointing away from it. Each arrow pointed to a word directly underneath a symbol. The words were the angelic script, but the symbols were clear to see. A sun, a tree, a skull, flames, an ankh, a crescent moon, a pentagram, and some wavy circles that might have been representations of the wind or waves. There was more to it than that—it wasn’t as complex as Fractal spells, but still quite impressive.

The symbols raised a lot of questions. A skull obviously implied death, flames for fire, a tree for life—or maybe that was the ankh. But one spell incorporated elements of the various magical specializations. She knew the name of the spell and that it supposedly fit under the Fire branch of magic, but if it was only fire, why did it need a skull and an ankh?

Learning magic properly seemed like a daunting task anytime she looked at a higher ranked spell. And to think that Irulon could understand even small aspects of the angel’s spell. Maybe Alyssa needed to go find a dragon to shove inside her head for extra mental capacity, or whatever it was giving Irulon. Alyssa considered herself an intelligent woman, but magic was just a little too esoteric for her.

A pressure in her mind indicated a new Message. This time, she didn’t resist at all, listening to Irulon’s words. ~Acceptable. Wait for my signal. You’ll know it when you see it. Prepare a second Empty Mirror, just in case the spell fails poorly when you cast.~

Alyssa didn’t like the sound of that. She would have to ensure that no one was around her, just in case she became visible for a moment before she could recast Empty Mirror.

Waiting for Irulon’s signal, Alyssa couldn’t help but be glad that she didn’t have to poison the food. The food would still be destroyed and people would still die, but poison… She shook her head. Thinking about it too much wasn’t going to help matters.

A rumble ran through the ground several minutes after the message. Dust shook free from the thatch roof. Smoke started rising over the top of the nearby buildings in a thick black plume. It came from the direction of the stables. If that wasn’t Irulon’s sign, Alyssa didn’t know what would be it. The princess must have had a little trouble cursing the horses to kill their next rider. It was a shame that they had to die like that, but Alyssa had to focus.

She gripped the spell in her hand, aiming it at the door with a slight downward angle to destroy the supports of the building. After the building itself was a pile of rubble, several fire spells should incinerate anything inside. For whatever reason, she didn’t need to speak a word when casting magic. Still, the spell’s name came almost unbidden to Alyssa’s mind.

Annihilator.

The sudden light forced Alyssa to close her eyes and move an arm in front of her face. Even with her eyes closed, it felt like she was staring at a bright light. She could feel the heat far worse than when Lumen had cast it. Her face, even with an arm in the way, felt like she had been staring at the sun for hours upon hours. Alyssa didn’t sunburn easily, but a vacation to the California beaches in the dead of summer without any sunscreen had taught her what bad sunburns felt like.

This was worse.

Even through her dragon hide armor, she could feel the burning. It wasn’t burning her, but it was burning.

Alyssa lost all track of time. The spell seemed like it was lasting far longer than when Lumen had cast it, but telling with any certainty was impossible. All she could do was wait until the heat died down.

Which it slowly did. There still was some heat, but it was residual. Without even opening her eyes, Alyssa recast Empty Mirror. If Annihilator had been as bright as it had been when Lumen had cast it, everyone in this village would be rushing in her direction. As soon as she was sure that she was safe, she opened her eyes just a sliver.

Bewildered, her eyes widened, looking around.

There was nothing. Nothing at all.

The entire cobblestone and wood building was gone completely. As was the building behind it and the building behind that. There were no other buildings further back, thankfully, but part of the hill surrounding the little village was no more. It had a gouge carved through it. Looking down, Alyssa stumbled back, feeling that queasy sensation she got from heights well up again.

The gouge ran deep. That was an understatement. A diving pool was deep. The narrow swathe Annihilator had carved into the land might as well be a cross section of the Grand Canyon. The walls were glowing molten red all the way down.

On her hands and knees, Alyssa crawled away from the pit, not trusting her legs to keep her upright at the moment. A single gust of wind could send her careening to her death.

People were gathering, shouting and making noise. Alyssa paid no attention to them. The shifting shards of Empty Mirror surrounded her. They wouldn’t see. She just needed to get away. To get somewhere safe, where she could catch her breath. She had been expecting rubble, not to reshape the landscape to have an above-ground Mariana Trench.

What if there was a landslide to fill in the fresh hole? She could get caught in it. Or what if there had been a fault line? What if, what if, what if…

She pressed her back against a building, just glad that she hadn’t been aiming toward the stables or to the church. If she had accidentally killed Irulon or Kasita… Alyssa shuddered, wondering how many people had just had their existence wiped out. Though perhaps she had done them a favor, saving them from slow deaths by poison or starvation. She supposed that she could ask as soon as Tenebrael popped into being. Already, there were feathers floating through the air.

Except… not black feathers. Spotless white feathers flew through the air in a furious whirlwind. In the center of them all, an angel in a red dress hovered above the new canyon. She stared down, searching the ground, or what was left of the ground.

Alyssa tried to edge away behind the building. It probably wouldn’t help much against such a being, but the angel gave her as bad a feeling as being near the edge of that pit.

The second she moved a finger, burning red eyes locked on to her.
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                Time seemed to stop. People still moved about in Alyssa’s peripheral vision, shouting and panicking. For all she was paying attention to them, they might as well have been statues.

She had eyes for no one but the red-eyed angel. The reverse wasn’t quite true. The angel, hovering above the gouge, broke eye contact to look around the land. Her face was impassive with no real expression, but just from the way she looked around, Alyssa got the feeling of bewilderment. It was a little strange just how flat her face was. Iosefael had worn her expressions on her sleeve. The golden angel’s face shifted between smiles, frowns, and confused frustration at the drop of a hat. Tenebrael tended toward a constant joviality—somewhat like Kasita in some manner—but even she had shown plenty of surprise and shock. Usually when Alyssa did something that she wasn’t supposed to do. Like use Spectral Chains on angels or just see them in general.

With the angel no longer looking in Alyssa’s direction, she tried moving again. She made it one step before the angel’s head whipped back around to her. Alyssa froze again. A mistake. She should have kept moving, pretending like she couldn’t see the angel. The angel’s expression changed as Alyssa met her eyes. Not a significant change that might be expected from Tenebrael or Iosefael, just a slight furrowing of her brows.

Tearing her vision away, Alyssa moved. Hoping that the angel would think that Alyssa’s gaze had merely been coincidental, she tried her best to keep her eyes on the ground as she walked. Her steps weren’t steady. She needed to calm down. The way her heart was thumping was not healthy. She felt gross. Sweaty and maybe slightly nauseous. How much of that was from the angel and how much was from reshaping the landscape, Alyssa couldn’t say.

She just needed to get away, to find somewhere isolated where she could take a breath and slap her cheeks.

Chancing a glance over her shoulder, Alyssa kept her eyes low to make it seem as if she were looking only at the people or the ground.

But the skies were empty. There was no angel anymore. Feathers, yes. A lot of glistening white feathers slowly drifting down to the ground. But no winged being in the middle of it all.

It left.

Releasing a shuddering sigh of relief, Alyssa started away from the pit again. She needed to meet up with Irulon. That would give her some grounding. Maybe Irulon could explain the giant hole in the ground. Probably not. It was almost certainly that weird way magic interacted with her. But a small part of her could hope that Irulon had done something, had given her a supercharged version of Annihilator.

Then again, surely someone had died during that spell. That would mean Tenebrael would be here soon. That might even be the reason the red angel left. If Tenebrael did not know about that other angel, she definitely needed to be made aware of it. Alyssa didn’t want some angelic government destroying the world while she was on it. Or at all, for that matter. The world had a lot of problems, but they were fixable if someone with enough power and drive came to enact policies. More importantly, it had people living in it, both human and monster. If the world was destroyed, they would be as well. Tenebrael had been worried about that while Iosefael was around. Surely the same was true for this angel.

It was strange how she had gone from hoping that she hadn’t killed anyone to hoping that she had, just to talk to Tenebrael.

Sighing again, she stopped. Alyssa would not get too close. She didn’t want to go back toward it. The pit was too deep and she did not want to bump into anything or be bumped anywhere near it. Even if she didn’t seek out Tenebrael, the angel would probably show up because of the whole landscape sculpting that Alyssa had done. But, in the event that Tenebrael did not show up nearby, Alyssa did need to get closer.

Turning, her breath caught in her throat. Alyssa stumbled back with a slight squeak from her throat, landing on the ground.

An angel stood before her, feet barely not touching the ground. Feathered wings didn’t flap, yet the woman stayed in the air. Those glowing white eyes held a glimmer of mirth as she looked down upon Alyssa. Black lips twisted up into a small smile.

“Alyssa Meadows. When I said you didn’t have the heart to join the Society of the Burning Shadow, I didn’t know you possessed the capacity for such wanton destruction. You killed six people in the span of a second.”

Pinching her eyes shut, Alyssa groaned. That was not what she wanted to hear. Though maybe she could be thankful that the count wasn’t higher. Even though she hadn’t known that Annihilator was going to destroy quite so much land, she had known that she would be killing people. They were her actions and she had to own up to them.

When she opened her eyes again, she found a grey arm extended out toward her. Raising an eyebrow, she flicked her gaze to Tenebrael’s face. The angel was just smiling a pleasant smile. If the wings were removed from the situation, it would just be the hand of one person who was helping up another. For a moment, Alyssa thought to ignore the hand, to get to her feet on her own power as if it were some symbolic rejection of the angel. But… was there really a point to that? If this were a movie, the hero would have slapped the hand away. But somehow, she doubted that she would be a hero. Especially after destroying the food storage of a desert community, hostile enemies though they were.

Ugh. I want to go home. Things made more sense back on Earth. And I didn’t feel like I had to fight off half the world at all times.

Sighing again, she clasped her hand onto the angel’s hand, accepting the unvoiced offer of help. In short order, she found herself on her feet. She still didn’t feel all that steady, but Tenebrael gave her something to focus on that wasn’t the giant hole in the ground. Although… Alyssa chanced a glance around, hoping that Tenebrael wouldn’t pull her disappearing act. No sign of the other angel. The skies were clear of both winged beings and feathers. People were still panicking about, likely wondering just what they were supposed to do now, whether they should flee the town or ready arms to fight off whatever unseen threat had destroyed their buildings.

Regardless of what they actually did, they were no closer to discovering Alyssa than they had been ten minutes prior. Shards of her invisibility were hovering around, keeping her out of public view. It didn’t really surprise her that Tenebrael could see through it. The other angel definitely had. A part of her wondered if Iosefael would be able to see through it. The golden-winged angel had been bound by Spectral Chains where Tenebrael had broken free instantly. But maybe Iosefael would be able to see through it just fine. The red-dressed angel could see her through it and she only had two wings.

“How many angels are there?” Alyssa asked, looking back to Tenebrael. The angel had shifted a bit while Alyssa had been glancing about. Maybe even displaying some discomfort at being ignored. Alyssa would have found herself amused had she less troubles weighing on her mind.

“Angels?” Tenebrael said with a cocked head. “You just killed several people and scratched the face of my world. And you ask about angels? That doesn’t seem like you. The Alyssa I know would be angry with herself for, honestly, no good reason at all. Then she would start blaming me for whatever she’s angry about.”

Alyssa took a deep breath, pinching her eyes shut as she held it. “I killed them for a good reason,” she eventually said. “Maybe the rest of these people will give up and go home, though I don’t know if Irulon will give them the chance.” Justifying it to herself? Maybe. But she couldn’t actually fault the justification. A million ants and the population of Lyria versus half a dozen people? It was the trolley dilemma given form. Shaking her head, Alyssa pushed the thought from her mind. “But I have to focus. I have to ask about angels. Whatever else I want to say to you, this is important. And you have the unfortunate tendency to disappear during our discussions. If we get stuck on tangents, who knows when I’ll next see you.”

The dark wings surrounding Tenebrael fluttered before shrinking down as she folded them up behind her back. Her black boots touched to the ground. It seemed like an unconscious action. More obviously conscious was the way she crossed her arms under her chest before moving one hand to her chin. “I cannot put a number to the angels in existence. Earlier, I explained some of how the angelic orders are organized? Seraphim being the top of the top? They number the least at only forty. Dominions such as I? Well…” Her dark lips quirked into a smile. “Just me. But Dominions in general? Hundreds of millions. Principalities such as Iosefael?” She shook her head. “And then there are lesser angels that number even greater. Angels are finite in number, but that number is high enough to be considered effectively endless. And that isn’t even including my fallen siblings in the figure.”

Alyssa blinked a few times before mimicking the way Tenebrael shook her head. Clearly, that was the wrong question to have asked, but also something of a worrying question. If she did get back home and found herself hounded by angels, even if she managed to get rid of Tenebrael and Iosefael, she could find herself fighting off angels for eternity and they still would have plenty more in reserve.

“Why do you bring up angels?”

“Let me rephrase: How many angels are on your world?”

“Iosefael has been visiting on occasion. Quite annoying really. She keeps asking me all these questions, acting a lot like she did a thousand years ago. It was nostalgic at first, but I am a busy being. Apart from that, there are none,” she said, ending with a smile. That smile faltered after only a few seconds, pressing into a pencil-thin line. “What do you know?” Tenebrael asked, voice much harder than it had been.

Rather than verbally respond, Alyssa pulled her phone from her pocket. She snapped a picture of Tenebrael without really thinking about it, nodding her head in satisfaction at seeing the surprised face on her phone. Maybe removing some of the mystique would knock Tenebrael down a few pegs in Irulon’s eyes.

“Wait. I wasn’t ready! You didn’t even get my good side.”

While Tenebrael jumped into a pose with her wings unfurled to their fullest, Alyssa switched to the clearest picture of the red-dressed angel. She held out the phone without a word. Watching Tenebrael shift from a cheesy grin to wide-eyed confusion to a dangerous glower was unpleasant. Alyssa’s stomach was already tied into the tightest knot possible from everything that had happened in the last few minutes, but the way Tenebrael’s white eyes started leaking little white flames from their corners made her shudder.

“When?”

Alyssa licked her dry lips. “Just last night, right up on top of that church’s cross. She cast that spell, destroying one of those rock pillars out in the desert and scaring off a few of my… friends in the process.” Alyssa waved a hand toward the destruction left behind by Annihilator. “And she appeared again just now, disappearing only seconds before you showed up. Someone you know?”

“Archangel Adrael.”

“Archangel?”

“Technically of a lesser rank than Principalities, Archangels have more effective Authority in practice. When things don’t go according to the plan, Archangels are the first sent in to get things back on track. They are supposed to work with the Dominion overseer. That she hasn’t contacted me is… telling.”

Alyssa couldn’t help but scoff. “The fact that she is associating with the Society of Expunge Tenebrael should tell you more than enough.”

Tenebrael didn’t respond. Not right away. Her eyes were still locked onto the phone. Aside from the glowing eyes and the little white flames, it was almost disturbing just how much Irulon looked like Tenebrael when the phone was showing something of interest.

“Indeed,” Tenebrael finally said after a short eternity. “Thank you for bringing this to my attention. I’ll see to it that you are suitably rewarded.”

“I don’t want—”

“We’ll talk soon. Please don’t try to interact with the Archangel. At least not yet. If anything does happen, you can speak with me immediately using your phone. I’m in the contacts list.” As soon as she finished speaking, Tenebrael disappeared with a subdued flourish of feathers, making Alyssa wonder just how much of the molting was for show.

The angel was gone. Simple as that. Once again, Alyssa found herself standing alone—relatively, as there still were people about. None were looking in her direction. Most were gathered around the pit, looking like they were thinking about finding a way down there. Alyssa didn’t know what they hoped to find, but it wasn’t her problem anymore. The talk with Tenebrael, though it had worried the angel, had done wonders for Alyssa. She felt far calmer, far more steady. Her thoughts weren’t clogged up with worry over what she had done half as much as they had been before.

Realizing the change was jarring enough to make her wonder if Tenebrael had done something. Calmed her. Healed her mind, or something. But that probably wasn’t the case. Unless Tenebrael had been lying about valuing Alyssa’s agency, she wouldn’t have touched her thoughts for fear of ruining her reaper.

Shuddering, Alyssa considered Tenebrael’s parting words. She checked her phone. There. Contacts. Down at the bottom. <3 Tene <3. How long had that been there? Alyssa hadn’t so much as opened her contacts list since getting the phone back. Calling people on Earth hadn’t worked when she had first tried it back at her home, she doubted that had changed. But if Tenebrael had been in there since she got her phone back… What an annoying person.

She had half a mind to hand the phone over to Irulon and see if the princess could speak with the angel, but ended up shaking her head. There were more pressing matters to worry about. With Tenebrael’s departure, Alyssa had nothing to do but meet up with Irulon and try to figure out what exactly they were supposed to do now. That giant gouge had not been a part of any plan.

After casting one last glance about the sky for any sign of the red-dressed angel, Alyssa started toward the church. She did stop to snap one good picture of the gouge. Less because she wanted the memories preserved and more just in case Irulon somehow missed what had happened.

Alyssa moved with purpose. The church was just around a few buildings—the little town wasn’t large at all, even some of the small villages between Teneville and Lyria had been larger. Now that she was actually walking instead of panicking, she made it to the front entrance in less than a minute. The doors, which had been closed last time she had seen them, were now wide open.

If there had been even the slightest doubt that this town was an outpost for the Society of the Burning Shadow, it was gone now. Six people stood out in front of the doors, three on either side, all wearing familiar hooded cloaks, though in a variety of styles. The four standing in the very front had swords or pikes, mixed between them. The two in the back had decks of cards in their hands. The same loose decks held together by a single metal ring that Alyssa had stolen again and again from defeated Society members. The ones with the physical weapons had lithe cloaks that hugged their bodies. The cloak part didn’t obstruct their legs either, more like hooded jackets, really. Those with spell cards had longer cloaks of a fancier style, similar to what Morgan had been wearing in the palace.

Someone stood between all six guards. An older woman, though not ancient-old. Just older than Alyssa, Irulon, or Oz. Someone around Oxart’s age, mid-late thirties. The only reason her age was notable was that most other people around were younger. Late teens to early twenties. Having seen a lot of the Lyrian military, the majority of people meant to fight in this world tended toward the younger side of things. Decorous, Oxart, and those in other leadership positions were older, but leader was something of an oxymoron with how they stayed far from the front lines.

The same was true on Earth, of course, but she hadn’t actually been fighting too. Her mother had been in the military, so Alyssa had a few stories of overseas conflict. It still hadn’t been her. Everything was far more real here. At least from her perspective.

With a sardonic scoff, Alyssa couldn’t help but wonder, now that she actually had something in common with her mother, if she wouldn’t ever get the chance to talk about it.

Alyssa steered clear of the woman. Something about the way she looked made the hairs on the back of Alyssa’s neck stand on end. It was the way her milky eyes had a slight glow to them. If the glow wasn’t there, Alyssa would have thought her to be blind, but the way she turned her head about clearly indicated vision. More than once, she had slowed the turning of her head right on Alyssa. If she did see or sense anything, she didn’t act on it. With a hand gesture to her guards, they started moving away from the church. Like most of the rest of the town, they were headed toward Alyssa’s little accident.

For half a moment, Alyssa thought to kill the woman. She was clearly in a position of power. Cut off the head of the snake and its body dies, and all that. That woman might even be the Liadri the other two had mentioned. Alyssa could kill her. She had spells and her pistols. Not another Annihilator, but using that again without knowing exactly where her friends were was not an option even if she had three dozen of them. Still, there had to be some magic in those eyes to make them glow. A simple Desecrate Spells followed by a quick pistol shot would work without a doubt. But she would have to drop her own invisibility spell or else get injured herself. And then there would be six angry bodyguards.

Some fire spells might be able to take care of them, those fire axes or simple Fireballs. But then she would have an angry town to deal with.

Best to wait. Irulon might want to simply leave. Plan B had been intended to poke the hive, but Alyssa was pretty sure that she had done much more than poke.

So Alyssa did nothing more than watch her leave. The woman kept glancing about, even over her shoulder, but nothing came of it.

Around the side of the church, it didn’t take long to find the meeting spot Irulon had specified. It had a little seclusion. No one was around—probably because literally the entire town was staring at a hole in the ground—but even if someone had been nearby, the bush gave enough cover to hide between it and the church building.

“Irulon?” Alyssa whispered. No response. After checking again that no one was round, she tried a little louder. “Irulon?”

“Here.”

Alyssa spun on her heel, heart rate ramping up momentarily. It didn’t last long. Shards of glass vanished from existence. Wearing her dragon hide armor, Irulon appeared out of thin air. Her eyes, violet at the moment, flicked about. They mostly looked toward Alyssa, but missed by just a small hair. With a breath, Alyssa willed away her own Empty Mirror. As soon as the thought of ending it crossed her mind, Irulon’s eyes focused.

“Note for the future: Let us have you avoid highly ranked destructive spells unless we want something utterly obliterated. I expected something nonstandard, but this exceeds all my analysis. Even as a Rank Six arcanist, I would be hard pressed to do quite that much without significant preparation beforehand. And not with Annihilator, it would require a specialized wide-area destructive spell.”

“I didn’t mean to.”

“No matter. It is advantageous to us for now. The church is void of people for the moment. Kasita messaged me just a moment ago, letting me know that she is using the opportunity to sneak about under the floor, apparently, there are several monsters being held captive.”

How easily she glossed over the giant hole in the ground. Alyssa could only shake her head. “Are we done here? They have no food and no transportation. And are probably scared out of their minds.”

“Kasita intends to look for information on plans and any other similar outposts after investigating the basement. If there are any, we need to disable them as well. Otherwise, I have taken care of the stables and have set up a… surprise for when we leave.”

“I’m not sure I want to know.”

“You’ll find out,” Irulon said with a smile. “With that out of the way, I would like to ask about your use of Annihilator until Kasita arrives.”

Alyssa nodded, though she wasn’t all that excited to talk about it. It would give her a chance to mention Tenebrael and some things that the angel had said. Her fingers traced the edges of her phone through her pocket. And maybe show Irulon exactly what the being she worshiped looks like.
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                “Message. Alyssa Meadows. Acceptable. Wait for my signal. You’ll know it when you see it. Prepare a second Empty Mirror, just in case the spell interacts poorly when you cast it.”

Irulon looked back to the stables. Her original plan just wasn’t feasible with new information gained from the scene. Alyssa was having troubles as well. So Plan B it was. She had wanted to curse the horses with a particularly nasty bit of Death magic that would have them appearing unharmed and unaffected at first. When someone tried to ride them, the curse would trigger, explosively exsanguinating both the horse and rider. Suitably lethal and horrifically messy. Morale within this outpost would drop instantly.

If she further infected the horses’ blood with a variant of her Toymaker spell, the spray of blood and viscera would infect anyone nearby. Once the people were her toys, she could simply direct them to decimate the rest of the outpost. If their morale hadn’t hit rock bottom by that point, forcing the survivors to fight their former friends, comrades, and potentially family would destroy the last vestiges of hope they had. Even if she missed a few, they would probably end themselves in despair.

A perfect plan ruined by forces beyond her control.

The stables had protections around them. Her attempts at unraveling the magic weren’t working. A Rank Six arcanist should always be able to remove any spell cast by a lesser arcanist, so she had to assume that this was constructed by another Rank Six… or possibly that angel. Alyssa’s Desecrate Spells might work, but she wasn’t around to test at the moment.

Even with the help of her companion, Irulon couldn’t quite tell what the intended effect of the magic was either. All she knew was that she lacked the key, so to speak. Stealing one might be possible. From analyzing the magic around the stables and several of the other structures, she gathered enough information to determine that it was a physical object that allowed the bearer to pass through the protections. However, there was no way to determine what that object was.

Could she figure it out given time? Certainly.

Unfortunately, while they weren’t necessarily on a time limit, she did not want to spend more time near this outpost than necessary. The… angel had her uncharacteristically tense. Even if Alyssa was wrong about its relation to Tenebrael, the idea of a hostile being with a fraction of Her power was not comforting. She would have liked to dismiss the notion of angels as a delusion of stress-induced panic—Alyssa clearly loathed heights. Yet something had destroyed the landmass near the guild knights. Irulon had seen it with her own eyes.

Then there was the trinket and the portraits it showed. Having seen the phone take a picture of herself, the surrounding land, Lyria, and more, Irulon had no reason to doubt its capabilities.

A deep voice thundered within the recesses of her mind. ~It certainly is an interesting trinket. I doubt we’ve seen everything it can do.~

Mhm. I cannot fathom the spellwork required to replicate a portion of its abilities. To think she claims that it can access the total sum of human knowledge in her world alone is both awe inspiring and terrific to think about.

~The Akashic Library, made to fit in your hand.~

Let us avoid hyperbole. I doubt it is anything so extreme.

If it was… Alyssa’s world was even more fantastical than it seemed. Her city was fascinating enough. At first, Irulon had only been mildly impressed. The buildings were shiny, but nothing particularly special. It wasn’t until she caught sight of humans walking around that she realized the scale of the structures. Quickly estimating their average height allowed her to calculate the height of the buildings. Most of them were at least the size of the Royal Palace, assuming her calculations were correct—they usually were. And they were so slim too. The palace was an engineering and magical marvel, unparalleled throughout the world, designed with the best magic had to offer and the natural ingenuity of elves. No other building in the world could reach its magnificence. At the risk of thinking sacrilege, Irulon would even compare it favorably with Tenebrael’s temple in Teneville.

From Alyssa’s tone of voice, she didn’t find the structures special in the slightest. That might be the most terrific part of everything. Such structures were considered average and usual among her world.

What other wonders they must possess. Since being shown that short… video, Alyssa had called it, Irulon found herself yearning to return to Lyria and delve into her research with renewed vigor. All the more reason to get this over with quickly. She supposed she owed the Society of the Burning Shadow a begrudging thanks for nearly killing her. Unfortunate though that circumstance had been, it had led to her discovering more about Tenebrael.

A topic she still wasn’t sure what to think about or even if she wanted to consider. The theologists spoke of Tenebrael with reverence befitting an immortal being. Mortals were to be observant and respectful. The idea that an apparent mortal was on speaking terms with Tenebrael would send priests into a frenzy. Irulon doubted that she would have believed it had Alyssa been anyone more… normal. Even as it was, it sounded ridiculous enough that Irulon felt that it might be some being merely tricking Alyssa into believing that Tenebrael was speaking to her.

But Irulon tried to avoid operating on feelings as much as possible. It led to mistakes and unsound decisions.

Still, she wouldn’t mind just a little more evidence.

~Should you not be focusing on the task at hand?~

The prospect that Tenebrael might be so close is… distracting to say the least.

~I shall remind you. You were attempting to deliver vengeance upon the fools who dared to attack us.~

“Yes. How could I forget,” Irulon said aloud. Sarcasm just didn’t translate quite as well without the vocal inflections. “In any case, attempting to enter the stables would be folly. We will be a bit more violent in our destruction of their hope. It will have the side benefit of drawing attention from Alyssa, giving her more time to mentally debate her task.”

~You’re sure she will carry it out?~

“Like most humans, she has an aversion to killing her own kind. That, more than anything else, is evidence that she speaks true regarding her species. But destroying the only food supplies these people have access to will weigh on her to some degree. Depending, of course, on how much she considers the ramifications of stranding a large group of people without food.”

~They have food outside the storage depot. The living quarters will contain more readily consumable food and that church has a high chance of containing additional stores.~

“I am aware. There are also horses outside their stables. I spotted two while walking here. It isn’t about starvation. It is about morale. I want these heretics to know despair. The starvation is merely a positive side-effect.” Irulon held open her tome, cracking it open to a page she had selected earlier. Plan B was more noisy than their initial plan, but was also far more… fun. Poisonings were a dull way to go. The Toymaker spell combined with a Death curse would have been decent, and maybe she could still use it on the horses that were not currently in the stables, but they needed a little panic for the time being.

After… They would surely Message for help. Perhaps one or two survivors would be best. Reinforcements would arrive to a ghost town, finding only a fraction of the people who were supposed to be here. And everyone they would find would be nothing more than hollow shells of humans, too shocked to do more than babble incoherent horrors to their rescuers.

~You truly have a twisted mind.~

Irulon blinked, shaking her head after a moment. “I wonder whose fault that is.”

~Don’t fool yourself. You were like this before killing me.~

Scoffing, Irulon plucked the card from her tome. “Setting down traps.” Upon creating a disturbance, the first responders would arrive from between the stables and the building directly adjacent. Secondary responders, coming from the direction of the church, would arrive on the opposite side. For now, Irulon knelt between the stables, aiming the spell card downward.

“Stranding Demise.”

The card melted away into a sickly green-black smog, seeping into the brown dirt. In a moment, nothing could be seen but faint wispy tendrils drifting in the lackadaisical wind. Someone might notice it, but it was unlikely. Once she destroyed the stables, all eyes would be on it, not the ground.

She moved around to three other spots she had identified as high probability locations for people to stand around and gape, including the area leading toward the church. At each one, she cast the same spell. It was a shame that her Toymaker spell didn’t have a trap-like variant. It was just never something she had needed. Even now, she doubted that she would put much effort into creating one. Alyssa’s very existence made the prospect of researching Fractal magic all the more alluring. Maybe even to the point where she could start terming a new branch of magic. World magic had a nice ring to it.

Finishing her traps, Irulon moved away from the stables until she was standing partway up the hill that surrounded the town. Bringing the dragon to the forefront of her mind, she scanned over everything, ensuring that she wasn’t about to make a mistake. The magic around the building protected against unauthorized entry by humanoid beings. Not against magic. Nothing she cast at it would get reflected back. Kasita could likely try entering should she disguise herself as something suitably inhuman, but there was nothing inside worthy of investigation and Kasita was supposed to be snooping around the church, looking for notable targets and information. Bringing her over here to look at horses would be a pointless endeavor.

Theoretically, Kasita could carry the curse and Toymaker spell into the room in a nonhuman disguise and then cast the spells, but Irulon was somewhat leery about handing over such spells to the mimic. Her counterparts handing over Loophole was one thing. It was an effectively harmless spell, if somewhat annoying should the mimic have used it on her.

It was the same reason that Irulon hadn’t given any deadly spells to Alyssa when she had been attempting to take down the Taker. At the time, Irulon still hadn’t been positive that Alyssa wasn’t some creature in disguise trying to assassinate a highly ranked arcanist and princess. All the spells she had given away couldn’t be used to directly kill anyone. Contract required the target’s agreement. Rigor Mortis could have been easily broken through the use of the other students at the Observatorium. Neither of the Fractal spells had been offensive.

Fractal Mirror technically could have wound up poorly for Irulon. Among the many infinite futures Alyssa had undoubtedly seen, a small infinite number of them had to have resulted in her death. Offering that had been a mistake, but Alyssa successfully casting the spell had not been among her projections for the outcome. Irulon had expected the spell to spectacularly fizzle, confirming that Alyssa could cast Rank Six spells but without actually handing her anything dangerous.

Underestimating her was far too easy to do.

But that was neither here nor there.

“Have I missed anything?”

~Actually asking me? That’s unusual.~

“This is an unusual situation. Angels. Hm. It is out of my expertise.”

~You aren’t the only one. The spell drawn on your acquaintance’s trinket—~

“It’s a picture. You heard her.”

~The picture drawn on your acquaintance’s trinket contained a spell unlike any I have encountered. I am still running simulations on its use and am attempting to recreate it as something usable.~

“Usable for a dragon or for a human?”

~Mhm.~

Well, he seemed distracted. Understandable. Sometimes Irulon wished that she could spend her days lost in thoughts with all the time in the world to develop her theories. There was just so much annoyance with regular existence. Like being stabbed by gaunts.

Shaking her head, Irulon withdrew a card from her tome. Compared to most of her repertoire, this was rather simple spell. Not Fractal magic nor Death. It was a Ground based spell. Lots of stylized arrows pointed in every direction within a cuboid. Pointing the drawn face toward the stables, Irulon activated the spell with a calm voice.

“Destabilization.”

The effect was immediate. The building, made from wood and cobblestone, trembled. Several of its neighboring buildings rumbled as well, though to a lesser extent. Stones along its base came loose, falling to the dirt. With its foundations in shambles, the wooden beams holding up the main structure failed.

Before the building fell completely, Irulon already had another spell in hand. Again, a simple one. Just a boring Fireball this time. While she could have destroyed it with the same spell she had used on the horse and rider the night before, she was too well known for using Fractal magic. Unless she knew for a fact that these people wouldn’t be able to send off a Message, she didn’t want people to know that she was here. It was all too possible that the Society of the Burning Shadow would see her as a valuable enough target to throw everything they had after her.

She could take it, but it would be annoying in the extreme.

The fireball flew from her fingertips with an uttered word, flying straight toward the crumbling building. A blaze started up where it had struck, sending smoke into the sky.

Irulon didn’t stick around to watch it burn. While Empty Mirror was still secure around her body, that fireball would have been visible to anyone looking at the hill. She had to relocate before they could attempt to locate her properly. She did take some small pleasure in watching someone stumble right into one of her traps. Stranding Demise did its job perfectly with smoky tendrils snaking out of the ground to latch onto the first person who trod on them. They coiled tight, eliciting a panicked shout from their target until they started squeezing his throat. It wasn’t long before the hooded man was dragged down into the ground.

Just as his head disappeared beneath the brown dirt, Irulon winced. A blinding light filled her vision, forcing her to turn away. Even with her head turned, she could still feel the light as heat searing her face.

An attack?

~The angel?~

There was a mild panic from her constant companion. A rarity. Not even dying at the hands of the gaunt had caused much more than a calm acceptance. Technically, he had already died once. Doing so again didn’t concern him.

But a being on Tenebrael’s level… Something that might be able to rip their souls from Irulon’s body and keep them from Tenebrael’s embrace…

Irulon squinted her eyes open, analyzing everything. It only took a moment to recognize that black-within-white light. Annihilator. But the size of it. It was as if someone had turned the rings in the sky to the annihilation spell and crashed them to the ground. The blast was so large, she couldn’t even see the other half of the town.

She flicked her watering eyes between the hillside and the town, trying to estimate exactly what it was hitting and where its origin point was.

A low, sardonic chuckle started up in the back of her mind as soon as she did the math. “It’s Alyssa,” she mumbled.

~Weren’t you just saying how you shouldn’t underestimate her?~

“I don’t—” Irulon cut herself off, looking away from the light. She wanted to keep looking, to keep gathering data, but her eyes were going to suffer from the burn for an hour as it was. “I don’t understand how she could possibly have turned Annihilator into that.”

~I always felt human spells were given names far too grandiose for their actual effect. At least she puts the annihilation into that particular spell. It reminds me of the breath of a Void Dragon.~

“And she wonders why people think she’s a monster…”

The burning warmth on Irulon’s face died down, leaving the natural desert heat actually feeling unusually chilly in its absence. Chancing a glance, Irulon had to blink away the spots in her eyes just to see. And once she did, she gaped. She couldn’t help it. Even her companion expressed surprise in his own subdued manner. The surprise only lasted half a second before Irulon felt a flash of irritation. Half the hillside was gone. No one would be wandering into her traps anytime soon. The stables burning down didn’t rank as half as pressing a matter with that scar in the landscape.

That wasn’t to say that they would be useless. People would eventually approach the stables. In fact, it might be even more damaging to their morale if they stumbled into her traps after seeing that swath of destruction. Although she almost certainly had done it unintentionally, Alyssa had pulled attention off everyone else. She could use this opportunity to her advantage. She still had a dozen Stranding Demise cards. Why not use them? Maybe she would even catch someone important when they inevitably came out to investigate. This should also give Kasita time to perform her own investigations.

“Message. Kasita,” Irulon said, withdrawing one of her cards. “In case you missed it, Alyssa just destroyed half the hillside. I imagine opportunities will arise shortly for you to move about entirely unnoticed. Just be aware of the protections I mentioned. Stick to an inhuman form. Meet us behind the church when you finish.”

With that sent off, Irulon started heading toward the meeting place. Every so often, she paused and placed a trap in the ground.

~There appears to be a prison beneath the church. I am investigating for the moment, but I may need assistance freeing the captives.~ Kasita sent the response shortly after.

She arrived at the meeting point far later than she had expected with all the detours to trap likely paths, yet there was no sign of Alyssa. Softly calling out brought forth no response from invisible people. There were no abnormal footprints in the ground anywhere that Irulon could see. Had Alyssa arrived and left? Unlikely. Alyssa would have sent a Message first. Captured? Higher possibility than merely wandering off. In shock from casting such a powerful spell? High possibility, roughly equal with being captured. Or, more accurately, she wound up captured because of her state of shock.

There was another possibility. Her magic use had drawn the attention of the angel. Or of Tenebrael. Irulon might be able to break her out of a holding cell with relative ease, but those beings might pose a problem. If Tenebrael had taken Alyssa somewhere, there would be nothing that Irulon could or would do aside from utter a prayer. If it were the angel, how was she supposed to fight a being so powerful that it had managed to keep itself hidden from humanity for the entirety of human history.

“Irulon?”

Ah. Irulon turned, idly noting disturbed dirt consistent with Alyssa’s size and weight near a bit of sagebrush. The air was empty, of course. Alyssa had Empty Mirror active.

“Irulon?”

“Here.” Checking that no one was around to see them, Irulon dismissed Empty Mirror with a wave of her hand, disrupting the fractal shards enough to break the spell. The cold glass-like bits of magic pressed only slightly against her gloved fingers before winking out of existence.

Alyssa did the same a moment after, fading into visibility as her own spell dissipated. The woman did… not look great. She had bags under her eyes. Since beginning this journey, she had looked constantly tired, so that wasn’t anything too new. But her eyes did look more moist than usual. Had she been crying? That was disappointing to see.

Reassurance. She had clearly not enjoyed what she had done. Telling her she wouldn’t have to do it again would give her relief. That combined with a minor commendation should help to improve her spirits. “Note for the future,” Irulon said. “Let us have you avoid highly destructive spells unless we want something utterly obliterated. I expected something nonstandard, but this exceeds all my analysis. Even as a Rank Six arcanist, I would be hard pressed to do quite that much without significant preparation beforehand.”

Alyssa snorted, shaking her head in the process. “I didn’t mean to.”

“No matter. It is advantageous to us for now,” Irulon said, adding just a hint more praise. They started talking about Alyssa’s usage of the spell. Although she absorbed every word, filing them away in her mental library, Irulon deliberately avoided thinking about the hows at the moment. She didn’t have time and would rather not have half-formed theories interrupted when Kasita arrived. It didn’t help that Alyssa was woefully uninformed in the specifics of magic. She couldn’t explain how she managed to cast spells without an activation phrase, let alone why the spell had been so powerful.

All in all, it wound up being a waste of a conversation. Alyssa truly knew nothing. Irulon did have a few theories. There were a few species of monsters that could occasionally crossbreed with humans. It was possible that Alyssa was a product of such a union. However, she displayed no secondary characteristics of anything but human. Another theory was that everyone from Alyssa’s world would display similar interactions with magic. Not a theory that could be easily tested, assuming it was true. Irulon was still a little on the fence about that. The idea was so fantastic that she wanted to believe it. Alyssa clearly did so. Still, she would need more evidence before fully committing to any one idea.

Irulon was about to halt the useless conversation and move on to more important matters—that mimic was taking a long time and should have at least sent a message by this point—when Alyssa held out the trinket.

~The phone.~

Yes, thank you, Irulon thought to her companion, projecting as much irritation as she could into the three words.

“I took a picture you might find interesting,” Alyssa said, entirely unaware of the mental dialog.

Looking down at the glass surface, Irulon’s breath hitched. She immediately shut off her connection to her companion. He immediately set to complaining. Irulon ignored him, shunting him completely from her mind as she stared at the captured portrait. This was hers and hers alone.

Tenebrael. There was no doubt about that. The image displayed before her eyes was just as the pilgrims described. Four massive wings, each covered in black feathers. Skin as pale as the moon with luminescent eyes shining clearly on a perfect face. The dress, black as the darkest nights. And the tattoos. Described through the words of a thousand dying men, they were nearly perfect. Nearly, Irulon thought, an unconscious hand drifting to touch her own face.

There was still the question of whether this being that Alyssa spoke to was truly Tenebrael. However, if it wasn’t, it had clearly put the effort in to appear true to the description. Everything, from the majestic poise to the calm expression, fit with what Irulon pictured in her mind.

And yet, despite her elation upon gazing at the One Above All, the more she looked, the filthier Irulon felt. Tenebrael, for whatever reason, had chosen to reveal Herself to Alyssa. Not to Irulon. Merely gazing upon her guise felt irreverent. It went against everything the priests had taught.

There was no doubt in Irulon’s mind that Alyssa would not have been able to capture this portrait had Tenebrael objected. Hadn’t Alyssa admitted that the trinket had been crafted by Her hands? If She wished, the trinket would be destroyed. That was true. It had to be.

Then there shouldn’t be anything wrong with looking. Alyssa was the medium through whom Tenebrael had chosen to reveal her full self to the living. Looking at the image before her was Tenebrael’s will.

Considering it that way set her mind partially at ease.

Partially.

It wasn’t like Irulon to lose track of time. While lesser peasants required specialized candles to mark the passing of time, Irulon managed to count the seconds with the aid of her companion. Even still, fully disconnected as she was, she couldn’t be certain how long it had taken her to tear her eyes from the glassy surface of Alyssa’s trinket. She had questions on her tongue for the woman.

But should she ask? Alyssa might be the designated carrier of Her image, but words could easily be delivered through other means. A pilgrimage had taken place mere weeks ago. Irulon had already read the disappointingly sparse transcription of the events. There was little to no information there that wasn’t contained elsewhere. If Tenebrael had wished for Her words to spread across the land, it should have been a simple matter to ask one of the pilgrims to repeat what She had said.

And if She wished for only Irulon to hear the words, surely She would have appeared before her, rather than Alyssa.

The girl in question wasn’t even paying attention any longer. She was staring off with wide eyes… at nothing.

~Something is wrong.~

I concur, Irulon thought, letting her companion fully return. She did tilt the trinket away, preventing herself, and her companion, from seeing it more. Connected once again, it took only a quick scan to deduce the problem.

Alyssa’s breathing was stilted and her heart was beating faster than normal. Typical signs of panic, an unfortunately common state of being for the poor woman. Her eyes, however. Judging by the dilation, the angle of each, and the minor movements, she was tracking something approximately six paces away, slightly taller than herself.

Something that Irulon could not see.

It could be a shadow assassin. The Society of the Burning Shadow was known to use them. However, because of that, Irulon already had Unseen Sight active. And she saw nothing at all. There were a few ways to fool Unseen Sight. Objects and creatures hidden somewhere between dimensions through Fractal magic, for one. However, Alyssa had been unable to perceive the Fractal cloak around Irulon prior to their meeting. The panic inducer was something else.

There was only one thing that Alyssa was known to see that no one else could.

~The angel.~

Yes. This should be interesting.
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                Irulon said something, but Alyssa barely heard a word. All her concentration went toward not panicking at the sight of the angel in front of her. There is no need to panic, she told herself. Angels cannot kill humans.

There are things worse than death, Irulon had said to both Lumen and Kasita. And that was probably true. The angel didn’t need to kill to do harm. Harm could mean a lot of different things. It really depended on whose definition of harm was in use.

What to do? What to do? The angel wasn’t doing anything. Not yet, anyway. She just stared with her red eyes, looking right at Alyssa. Her wings were tucked neatly behind her back, making her barely any wider than her shoulders. Up close, the first thing Alyssa noticed was that this archangel was shorter than both Tenebrael and Iosefael. She didn’t look like a child, clearly having more adult-like features to her face, she was just a short woman and had proportions to match. Yet, even though Alyssa stood taller than her, she couldn’t help but feel intimidated.

Tenebrael had asked to be contacted if she showed up, but what should she do? Just reach for her phone and call up Tenebrael while this angel was watching? It was in Irulon’s hand, but Alyssa could summon it if she wanted. However, drawing attention to it might be a bad idea. Tenebrael said it was invulnerable, but did that include from other angels? Presumably, Tenebrael could break it if she so desired, meaning it wasn’t a perfect invulnerability even if Annihilator couldn’t scratch it.

But if not phone up Tenebrael, what then? Attack her? Iosefael had gotten caught up by Spectral Chains. This angel was supposedly of a lower rank. But what if it didn’t work? Then she would have just made the angel mad for no reason.

Alyssa couldn’t just talk to her. Tenebrael had specifically warned her against that. While Alyssa wasn’t going to blindly follow Tenebrael’s directives like she was one of the angel’s worshipers, her interactions with Iosefael had proved that other angels were not any better. Worse, in fact. At least Tenebrael didn’t want to kill her. The same couldn’t be said for the others. Especially not for an archangel whose duties were apparently to set right what had gone wrong.

Maybe the angel would go away if she was ignored. What was she even doing? Staring like that… Why didn’t she say or do something. The longer it went on with nothing happening, the more antsy Alyssa grew. Turning just enough to catch Irulon in the corner of her eyes, Alyssa checked to see what the princess was doing.

Nothing as well, though she had looked at the now dark screen of the phone. Her eyes were black and white, dancing about in their orbits as she searched. Irulon clearly knew that something was wrong. She might even know that the angel was in front of them. But what was Irulon supposed to do about it? Alyssa at least benefited from being able to see the angel. Given how Oxart had walked right through Tenebrael, it was doubtful that Irulon could even touch this… Adrael.

Irulon’s fingers twitched, moving toward her spell tome. Whether it was that movement or whether enough time had passed for the angel to make a decision, she started moving as well. She held out a hand, forming glowing runes and geometrical shapes in the air.

“Unnatural duality detected. Separation possible, preparing—”

Alyssa didn’t give the angel a chance to find out what the spell did. She stepped forward, grabbed the angel by her outstretched wrist, and wrenched her arm upward.

A part of her expected some laser blast of white light to fly toward the heavens, just in time to save Irulon. But nothing nearly so dramatic happened. The runes and lines in the air faded out and the glow dropped to a faint florescent. Which just made Alyssa realize that the angel didn’t have her halo equipped. Otherwise she would be blindingly bright just standing there.

While her actions had stopped the angel from casting at Irulon, it earned Alyssa the angel’s full attention. Her red eyes were staring hard at Alyssa. After a tense moment, her gaze shifted away to where Alyssa had a hold of the angel’s wrist.

“What has she done?”

Alyssa blinked. “What?”

“You should not be able to perceive divine beings.”

Divine, Alyssa thought with a mental scoff. She was doing just what Tenebrael warned her against, but there was no stopping it now. “I’ve been told that before.”

“Alyssa…” Irulon spoke, voice laced with an uncharacteristic worry. How much could she guess about what just happened? Probably a lot. While Adrael would be invisible to her, Alyssa had clearly grabbed something that had been aimed at Irulon and moved it away from her. At no point had Alyssa tried to disguise her movements.

And she shouldn’t need to. In Alyssa’s opinion, Irulon had every right to know that someone had been about to cast a spell on her, regardless of whether that person was an angel or not.

“What are you? You are mortal, are you not?”

Alyssa clenched her teeth. Why was it always that question? She would accept someone wondering what made her so special, Alyssa wondered the same thing. But surely an angel could tell that she was a regular human. Irulon, Lumen, Tess, and everyone else who had questioned Alyssa’s humanity at least had the excuse that they were not beings from a higher plane of existence, or whatever the Throne was.

“What about you?” Alyssa threw back. “Aren’t you not supposed to meddle in mortal affairs? The people here are trying to commit genocide. How can you support them?”

“Entire worlds have been flooded, burned, or torn asunder. A few million mortals perishing in the name of the Throne is of little concern.” The angel’s lips pressed into a thin line as her eyes flicked over to where Alyssa still had a grip of her wrist. “I request that you relinquish my arm.”

Alyssa shuddered, feeling an uneasy chill wash over her. It wasn’t a physical feeling, but a mental one. This person—This angel spoke so dispassionately about the deaths of millions. It was a bit hypocritical. Back on Earth, how many times had she been flipping through the news and heard about some war in Africa or terrorist bombing in Europe or even a more domestic incident, thought about how tragic it was, then flipped to another channel or browsed to a new web page without a second thought? Probably a lot more than she could count.

But Alyssa had never before been in a position where she could do anything about it. Terrorism was someone else’s problem to deal with. She was just a small-town worker at a home improvement store. What was she supposed to do about some country on the opposite side of the world invading their neighbors?

But here… it was different here. Maybe through coincidence, maybe through fate, maybe through the meddling of angels… however she had ended up in the situation she found herself in, Alyssa had power here. She had just blown away a hill using nothing more than pen scribbles on a piece of paper! Not everyone on this world could do that. Irulon might be able to achieve similar effects with some preparation. But Oz? That wasn’t to say that Oz was useless. He had skills that did not rely on pens and papers. Just being with her the night the trolls and goblins got into the city had probably saved her life. Without him leading her to Tzheitza, she would have been out on the streets alone.

He wouldn’t be reshaping the desert anytime soon, but he was trying to stop this genocide as well. Through killing a community of fairies… which might be genocide in its own right. Even if they were cannibalistic little mind-controlling monsters—Alyssa shook her head. If not for the Society of the Burning Shadow and this angel, the fairies never would have gotten wrapped up in all this in the first place.

What was the phrase? With great power came great responsibility. Alyssa had great power. Maybe she hadn’t known just how great it was until a half hour ago, but she had definitely known that she could cast high ranked spells. So she had power. She was just inexperienced in using it. What she needed now was her own spell tome. To do what she had said she would do before she got her phone back and wound up tangled up in all… this.

“Reiteration: Relinquish my arm, mortal.”

Alyssa opened her mouth, tempted to spit back a ‘make me’ until she realized that the angel probably would take that literally. Even with the power she had compared to someone like Oz, Alyssa needed to do a hell of a lot more research on angels before she would feel remotely confident in standing up against them. Even grabbing Adrael’s arm like she had probably hadn’t been the wisest of actions. She didn’t regret doing so. Letting the angel cast a spell at Irulon was not something a friend would have done. And nothing had come of it… yet.

Not wanting anything to come of it, Alyssa let go, dropping her arm to her side. The angel turned her wrist around, looking at it from all angles before copying the motion. The whole time, Alyssa kept her eyes on the angel. She didn’t trust that Irulon was safe in the slightest. In fact, the angel having her eyes on Irulon at all was a bad situation.

If this angel wanted to, she could just follow them around until Alyssa fell asleep. Even if Irulon stayed awake and alert, she couldn’t do anything against the angel.

Alyssa felt a hazy headache well up. What were they supposed to do against this thing? Maybe Irulon could seal them away in some side world, but there was no guarantee that an angel couldn’t just walk in the same way that they could cross between this world and Earth.

They needed Tenebrael.

Again, Alyssa’s eyes flicked over to her phone. Irulon still had it in her hand. The princess was staring at the blank spot with narrowed eyes as if trying to see what was there. Alyssa found it somewhat surprising that Irulon hadn’t pulled out her tome. Then again, Irulon was surely smart enough to know that taking potentially hostile actions might be met with hostile actions. But the phone… With the screen having gone dark, she would have to spend a second unlocking it, then there was a second or two to get into the contacts list before she could actually call Tenebrael. Would the angel stop her if she grabbed it? Maybe not. At the moment, she was staring at Irulon again. Adrael seemed more concerned with observation for the time being. That might not remain the case if this went on for too long.

Chancing it, Alyssa called the phone to a hand behind her back. It was almost laughable to think that the angel wouldn’t notice. But the angel’s red eyes remained on Irulon’s face even as she felt the hard plastic form in her hand. She quickly pressed her thumb to the fingerprint reader. Unfortunately, she didn’t have the muscle memory required to hit the contacts list from behind her back. Turning slightly to try to keep the phone hidden, Alyssa glanced to her hip. Contacts. A flick of her finger sent the list scrolling all the way to the bottom.

<3 Tene <3

The screen switched to a still picture of the monochromatic angel, this one posed as if she had taken a selfie. It was dialing some number, but the numbers that appeared on screen weren’t regular ones. They were those same runic symbols that filled Tenebrael’s book and covered spell cards.

Now what? Did she have to bring it up to her ear and start talking? That wasn’t going to fly with the angel standing right there. She was lucky she had gotten this far.

Alyssa bit her lip, waiting. Adrael was still staring at Irulon, but she hadn’t tried casting a spell again. It was a little weird. Given that she had met three different angels, all of whom had expressed a degree of surprise at her being able to see them, it was a little strange that Irulon of all people was stealing this angel’s attention. Adrael had mentioned a duality. It had to have something to do with the dragon.

“Is it still there?” Irulon said, voice quiet.

Even if she didn’t have super hearing, the angel would have heard anyway. As it was, the corners of her lips turned downward at the question. She started raising a hand, but hesitated with a glance at Alyssa.

“Yeah. I don’t think she likes your… companion.”

“Two souls inhabiting a single body will not remain stable indefinitely. One will eventually subsume the other. They must be separated immediately lest the record of their existence be corrupted. The Throne will not accept the soul should they merge.”

Alyssa’s eyes widened as she looked over to Irulon. Subsumed? That sounded bad. Did Irulon know about that? Tenebrael probably didn’t care. She ate souls. As far as Alyssa could tell, she avoided interacting with the Throne. Though Alyssa really didn’t know much about it aside from what she could gather from context. Yet another reason to ask for a dossier on angels from Tenebrael.

“Your heart rate has spiked,” Irulon said. “What is it?”

“She uh… said that one of you will eventually absorb the other.”

“Absorb?”

“Subsume was the word she used.”

The angel raised a hand again. “I do not know why you are able to perceive me, but as long as you can, I will make use of you. Inform her that she should not resist. It will be unpleasant. Already, the duality is bordering on inseparable.”

Alyssa stepped forward again, moving between Irulon and the angel. She tried to grab at Adrael’s wrist, but the angel glided backwards just enough for Alyssa’s fingers to brush against her skin and nothing more. Still, the motion stopped the faint glow that had started to sprout up around Adrael’s hand. Alyssa’s slight sigh caught in her throat as the angel’s red eyes rushed toward her. There was no time to react before Alyssa felt a light touch against her chest.

“Relocating interfering entity to—”

A beam of darkness wrapped in white light encompassed Adrael. Alyssa stumbled backward, knocking into Irulon and sending both to the ground.

The light only lasted a second before it was gone. Alyssa didn’t even have time to wince or squint. Even her backward stumble had barely started when the beam winked out. And when it did wink out, there was nothing left where Adrael had been. No sign of the angel in any direction. Not even a single feather.

At least, not a single white feather.

“I leave you for five minutes and you’re already causing problems?”

Coughing, mouth tasting a bit more like dirt than she was comfortable with, Alyssa glanced up. Tenebrael hovered with gently flapping wings above where Adrael had been standing. The white-winged angel was still nowhere to be seen. It was as if she had never been. There wasn’t even a mark on the ground where that beam of light had struck. Maybe a little disturbed dirt, but it wasn’t like Annihilator at all.

“I felt that,” Irulon said. “I didn’t see anything, but something happened. The dragon is still in my head, whatever it was didn’t remove him.”

“No,” Alyssa said quietly before realizing that there wasn’t much point in keeping quiet. Tenebrael could surely hear and Irulon already knew about the angel’s interest in her. “Tenebrael showed up and… Did you kill her?” Alyssa asked, raising her voice to clarify just who she was speaking to.

The black wings folded themselves behind Tenebrael as she lowered herself to the ground. “She left the plane the instant my attack connected. It wouldn’t have killed her anyway. And now, thanks to you, she knows that I know that she is here.”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t have much choice.” Alyssa brushed herself off as she stood up. The dragon hide was remarkably amazing at keeping dust and dirt off, but enough stuck to it that it looked far from the pristine dark color that it had been when Irulon first pulled it out of her closet. I need to stop being so shocked at every little thing. Granted, a laser blast inches from her wasn’t a little thing, but the fact was that she fell over far too much for her liking. One of these times, someone was going to be in a position to capitalize on her weakness. It was a flaw that she needed to correct. That nobody had done so yet was surprising enough.

Irulon didn’t actually look all that much better. She had yet to get to her feet or brush herself off, but even her armor hadn’t been looking pristine. And… even with Alyssa standing in front of her, waving her hand in front of her face, Irulon didn’t move.

“Princess? Are you alright?”

She jerked, blinking her now violet eyes. “Fine. Fine. Just… having a minor difficulty absorb… taking in the situation. Tenebrael is here?”

Alyssa glanced over to a shrugging angel before nodding her head. “Just right there.”

Irulon did not get to her feet. She turned around, moving from sitting on her butt to pressing her head to the ground in a kneel. The speed at which she moved had Alyssa blinking.

“Uh.”

“You should take lessons, Alyssa. That is the proper reaction to meeting an angel of my status and glory.”

Alyssa rolled her eyes. “You don’t have to do that.”

“Did Her Holiness say that?” Irulon said, keeping her face pressed into the ground.

“Uhh…” Alyssa flicked her eyes to the side to find the angel doing nothing more than smirking. “Yes.”

“I do not appreciate your lying to me.”

“Stay there then,” Alyssa said with a sad shake of her head. Turning back to Tenebrael, she sighed. “Can’t you show yourself to her and tell her yourself?”

“No,” she said with a definite note of amusement in her voice.

“No you can’t or no you won’t?”

“It is forbidden for angels to show themselves to mortals except under extremely specific circumstances.”

“You’re the one who complains about your and other angels’ restrictions. Why not break that rule?”

“I—” Tenebrael opened her mouth before clamping it shut. “Now that you’ve attracted Adrael’s attention, it’s going to be quite annoying for me. I don’t have time to deal with tedious things right now. I’ve got preparations to make back on Earth. Big ones.”

She can’t then? Alyssa thought with a mild hum. It was just a bit… pitiful. Could she really not? Was it some restriction that she had an aversion to violating or literally couldn’t do such a thing? Pressing her lips together, she shook her head. “What are we supposed to do about her? She seems to want to attack Irulon because there’s a dragon in her head. The second you leave, she’s just going to be back here again.”

“A problem I have considered and have found a temporary solution to. After a long discussion, I think I’ve brought an old friend around to my way of thinking.” Waving a hand, Tenebrael gestured directly behind Alyssa.

Having a feeling that she knew exactly what she was going to see, Alyssa looked back with a frown. “Is she going to try to kill me?”

“Alyssa Meadows!” Iosefael said with an indignant pout on her round face. “You know that angels cannot harm—”

“Or get me killed?”

“No, no. Principality Iosefael wanted an opportunity to observe a bit more of my world and form her own opinions on what I am doing here. This is merely a convenient situation that works to all of our advantages.”

Iosefael put on a small smile. “The humans call it ‘watching each other’s backs’ I believe. Though it is more of me watching for archangels and attempting to keep them contained until Tenebrael can… isolate them.”

“Don’t you have a job to do on Earth?” Alyssa said to the golden angel.

Tenebrael was the one to respond, crossing her arms with a haughty smile. “Since I am spending much of my time on Earth trying to mend your mistake of not dying, I will be carrying out her duties for the time being.”

“And you better carry them out properly, Tene.”

“Of course I will. We don’t want another Alyssa running around. Maybe one day, but I’m not ready for more yet.”

Something gave Alyssa the impression that she would be having a lot of headaches in the future. The angels were simultaneously her best bet and her greatest obstacle in returning home. But, if Iosefael was following her around, maybe she would use some spells that Alyssa could take pictures of. Getting more angelic magic into Irulon’s analytical hands could only help. Maybe she could find a weakness in their magic or just a way to Earth.

Though she still needed information. Looking up to Tenebrael, Alyssa made a simple request. “I want information on angels, the Throne, magic, and whatever else related that you can provide.”

“I’ll send you an email.”

“Good, then…” Alyssa blinked. “An email?”

“Is there a problem? You have your phone.”

“No. No problem. I just expected some thick manuscript with those large letters filled with illustrations and iconography at the beginning of every page. You know, like religious texts, or whatever. Hearing an angel talk about sending an email is…” Alyssa trailed off with a shrug.

Which just made Tenebrael shrug in return. “Would you rather a big thick book that you have to lug around? Or some digital text on a small device that you’re already carrying everywhere, is invulnerable, and cannot be lost or stolen?”

“An email is perfectly fine.”

“An email it is then. Look forward to it.” Without another word, Tenebrael pulled off her molting trick and vanished in the midst of her feathers.
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                “That is Tenebrael’s agent?”

Alyssa nodded, glancing at the real Iosefael over the top of her phone’s borders. The angel had her arms crossed, pouting.

“This is highly irregular. Mortals aren’t supposed to see us.”

“Yeah, well, it is too much of a pain to explain when I could just show you around instead.” Though it was a pain holding up her phone constantly as well. Irulon would eventually have to get used to not seeing the angel at all. For now, Alyssa had her phone in video mode. It didn’t play back audio, sadly, and she wasn’t actually recording either. It was almost a genius idea. At first, Alyssa thought Irulon could have a full conversation through the phone with Iosefael. But the phone didn’t want to record its own audio in an infinite loop, so it naturally didn’t play it back while taking videos. A little fact that had slipped her mind. As it was, she was just using it to show Iosefael to the princess.

“A picture speaks a thousand words,” Iosefael said. “And that is a thousand too many. Oh, this is all wrong.”

“She doesn’t look happy.”

“Of course I’m not happy! Nothing about this is… right.” The little crosses that she had in place of pupils turned to Alyssa. “You’re not supposed to be here and neither of you are supposed to see angelic beings. And she has two souls! What has Tene been doing? She’s supposed to stop accidents like that from happening.”

“It wasn’t an accident,” Irulon said. “I know what I am doing.”

Alyssa blinked in confusion, glancing over at the princess. Irulon wasn’t looking up from the phone, so she still couldn’t see Iosefael, but she had definitely answered. Was there a setting on the phone that accidentally got activated? Alyssa hadn’t heard any words from it, but then, she had been listening to the real thing which might have drowned out the small speakers of the phone.

She wasn’t the only one surprised. Iosefael, startled, made a squeak as she stared at Irulon. Her wide, bewildered eyes quickly narrowed to thin slits. “And now she can hear me too?”

“I’m using the movement of your lips and tongue to determine what words you are speaking. A task I would find significantly easier if Alyssa would hold her trinket with a steady hand.”

“Sorry.”

Irulon just waved a hand. “You are here on… Tenebrael’s request to protect us. Is that correct?”

Iosefael glowered, pressing her lips together. “I am here to contain the archangel Adrael, should she appear again. If you get into a fight with your fellow humans, fall off a cliff, or suffer from a heart attack, that is simply how things must go and I will not interfere.”

Nodding in apparent understanding, Irulon tapped the side of her head. “The other angel, the one not aligned with Tenebrael, wished to remove the dragon according to Alyssa. Are you planning on anything similar?”

“I am here to contain the archangel Adrael. Nothing else…” Iosefael shifted where she stood, or hovered, fidgeting in her golden armor. “But you shouldn’t leave it like that. Tenebrael said not to, but if you ask and show remorse for your actions that led to your souls merging, I might be convinced to do more than fight the archangel.”

“Excellent.” Irulon leaned against the wall of the church, humming to herself for a moment. “I do not believe we will take you up on your offer at this time.”

“If you continue as you are, neither of you will be you!” Iosefael said, sounding almost desperate. “It will be the death of your very being. Both of you! There won’t be two distinct souls, you’ll be an amalgam. An abomination.”

“This won’t happen immediately.”

“Well.” Iosefael shifted again, looking away from Irulon. “No. But it isn’t something you want to take a rain check for.”

“A what?”

Iosefael frowned, looking more confused than upset. “Did I use it wrong? I’m sorry. I’m not used to talking to humans and using all their fun sayings. What I mean is that you won’t want to delay forever.”

“Hm. But I can delay for some time. You’re asking me to make an important decision on extremely little information with little time to decide. I’m still trying to wrap my head around the fact that you exist, that Tenebrael speaks to Alyssa with regularity, and that She has taken a personal interest in seeing our safety from this other… archangel.” Irulon said the word slowly, tasting it. With the way she scowled, it didn’t seem like she enjoyed it all that much. “And taking into consideration the fact that I think far faster than your average human, that I have to think about it for any length of time should tell you how big of a shock it is.

“In fact, thinking about it here would not be the wisest.” Irulon turned away from the phone to look at the one holding it. “We are in hostile territory. Your little spell is distracting them for now, but it will not forever. With the angel not interfering, this is an optimal time to destroy key structures, such as this church, and egress. Perhaps kill off more of their important members on our way out.”

“And we should find Kasita. How long was she supposed to take? We’ve been talking here for ten minutes and she hasn’t shown up. I’m getting nervous.”

Irulon shrugged. “The mimic is fine, I’m certain. After all, she is a mimic. Even if someone walks into the room, all she has to do is disguise herself.”

“And if they have a way to detect mimics? Oxart and one of the palace guards detected her while she was appearing as you. These guys will be on alert, looking for whoever just blew up half their base.”

“Given that you carved out a trough of land, they may very well think that their assailant was at the opposite end rather than within their midst.”

“Still…”

“I’m sure we’ll find her. For the time being, do you still have spare Empty Mirror cards?”

“Just one.”

“As expected,” Irulon said with a nod. “That should be enough to begin. Oh. One question, if you’ll hold up your trinket.”

Alyssa, who had dropped her arm to keep from getting too tired with it extended for tens of minutes on end, had to wake her phone up before she could properly aim it at Iosefael. Once the angel was back on the screen, Irulon pointed at the church building.

“That archangel placed several spells around this location with the intention of trapping, killing, or otherwise harming us. I don’t suppose removing those falls under the purview of your directives?”

“Kill and harm you? She can’t do that. She’s an angel.”

“Your definition of harm and ours must not agree. If she crafts a spell that prevents us from leaving a room that is slowly filling with water, would that not be harming us? We would drown. For that is what she has done here, except using the people in place of water.”

“I’m… I’m sure she wouldn’t have done something like that. Angels are under strict restrictions. We cannot harm humans.”

“Can you allow humans to come to harm through inaction?”

“Yes.”

Irulon’s mouth snapped shut, clearly not having expected that. “I see,” she said after a moment. “So setting a trap doesn’t count so long as you are not the one to actually do the harm.”

“That… depends.”

“Hm. In that case, why don’t you go ahead and remove any spells around this location. Just to be on the safe side. Wouldn’t want one of your fellow angels to violate any rules or laws now, would we?”

“If an archangel cast spells intending to interact with mortals, there was certainly a reason for doing so.”

“Of course there was. There is a reason to do everything. But if those reasons run counter to Tenebrael’s wishes, are you not obligated to handle them?” Irulon shook her head. “I’m sure you wouldn’t want to go against Her orders.”

Iosefael floated slightly to one side, looking worried all of a sudden. “T-Tene said that I just have to contain Adrael until she can do something. Not—”

“Should you not also contain her effects on the world? It should be simple for you, right? Just a quick dash around the village here and then Tenebrael won’t be upset with you. You wouldn’t want that, would you?”

“No, but—”

“If you’re wrong, you can always put it back later. But taking the initiative is a great way to show Tenebrael that you are serious in carrying out her request.”

“I am serious—”

“Apparently not. You are standing here, arguing with me when you could be out there containing Adrael. Tenebrael might not mention it because of her grace and kindness, but I would be so disappointed in you.”

Iosefael bit her lip, chewing on the corner.

The whole time they were talking, Alyssa remained silent. It was easy to see where this was going and she didn’t want to do anything that might distract either Iosefael, for fear that she might realize just what Irulon was doing, or the princess, worried that disrupting the cadence would break the effect she hoped to achieve. Her role in this was only to hold the phone up and pretend to be invisible otherwise.

Though it did raise a few questions. Although she had only met and spoken to her one and a half times, Iosefael was surprisingly naive. Maybe she wouldn’t go for it, but from the way Iosefael looked deep in thought, she was definitely considering the prospect.

Irulon wasn’t saying anything either. Not since saying that she would be disappointed. It was a little strange, her doing what she was doing. If Iosefael did disappear to go remove whatever spells Adrael had set, Alyssa definitely had a question or two for the princess.

Iosefael raised her left hand, covered in a golden weave of metal, and held it just in front of her face with her fingertips aiming toward her. “Detecting miracles in the local area.”

Alyssa quickly started her phone recording the angel. Proclamations like that were usually followed by magic. Irulon was watching, but having a copy to review later could still be handy.

The gold covering Iosefael’s hand lit up, glowing a faint white. Her glove completely covered her hand, but two bands of metal ran all the way up to her elbow in a winding pattern. The glow spread down both bands. Once it reached the end, an equally faint pulse of white light expanded from her hand in a sphere, quickly moving to encompass everything around them.

Alyssa only saw it for a second before it was gone, so hopefully her phone had recorded enough of it. It wasn’t a uniform sphere, having many lines and angelic runes hovering about its edges. What she didn’t see, however, she felt. It tingled underneath her skin. It was like little bugs crawling over her, making her want to itch and scratch at them.

Luckily, it passed by before she actually had to scratch. The tingle went away, replaced with a heavy weight deep in the pit of her belly. Just shifting her weight from one foot to the other made that disturbing sensation disperse as well.

Throughout it all, Irulon made not a single move of discomfort. She didn’t make to scratch or to move about. Her eyes were black and white, analyzing every pixel of the phone’s display. Could she feel it? Probably not. It was one of those things that only interacted with Alyssa. Just like the angels themselves.

“There are twelve active miracles in this valley,” Iosefael said, eyes staring at her fingers.

Hovering just above her hand was a holographic display that wouldn’t look out of place in a superhero movie. Given what Alyssa knew about angels, it was probably magic, not actual holograms. The effect was the same either way. And, either way, Alyssa couldn’t read the words or symbols. All of it was written in angelic runes.

The cross-shaped pupils scanning the hologram flicked away, looking to Alyssa. “Seven of which are centered on your phone.”

“It is a gift from Tenebrael. Please don’t undo them,” Alyssa said, speaking for the first time since Irulon had started this line of conversation. “It’s compensation for bringing me to her world against my will.”

“I don’t know if I could. The authorization required to grant those miracles is far higher than what I can access. It should require higher authorization than Tenebrael has… but…” Iosefael drew in a deep breath and let it back out through her nose. “The other spells are…” She started frowning as she looked back to her hologram. “That can’t be right.”

Alyssa almost asked what the angel was talking about, but hesitated. Irulon had been handling the conversation so far. Speaking now might ruin that. Yet Irulon wasn’t saying a word. Glancing in her direction, the princess moved a hand up to tap at her lips before pointing toward the phone.

Iosefael’s hand and the hologram were blocking the view of her lips. It had been like that since Iosefael had started casting her spells. Alyssa took a step to the side, sliding along the wall of the church building, stopping once Iosefael’s mouth was on screen once again. As Irulon followed, Alyssa decided to fill the princess in on what she had said in the most innocuous way possible. “What’s wrong with the other spells. What isn’t right?”

“There is a Struck Rock miracle active within this church. An archangel does not have the authority to perform such an act. Tenebrael could, but I doubt she has…”

“Is it dangerous?” Irulon asked, rejoining the conversation.

“No. It provides water. A relatively rare miracle.” Iosefael lifted her head from her hologram to look at Alyssa. “You might be familiar with Moses striking a rock while lost in the desert?”

“Uh. I’ve heard of the guy.” The only things she really knew about Moses were the plagues and having a stick that turned to a snake. It took a moment to remember even that much. Everything she knew about the guy came from an old animated movie. Had there been a rock and water? Well, parting the red sea, but that probably wasn’t the case here.

Iosefael didn’t seem impressed. Disappointed, maybe. “Hmph. There is also an… Oh dear. A blessed incense burner. But the blessing is corrupt. Exposure to the smoke disrupts the soul’s connection to the body.”

“Smoke? Would damaging the connection make the exposed docile and highly suggestible?”

Iosefael looked over to Irulon, staring as if in thought before slowly nodding her head. “I suppose that would be an effect. Without the soul, the body would enter a state of torpor. This doesn’t remove the connection entirely, so the effects wouldn’t be that extreme. Your guess is accurate, I suppose. How did you know?”

“Because it isn’t a guess.” Irulon turned to Alyssa. “That’s how they’re controlling the fairies. Still, disrupting the connection to the soul seems pretty harmful.”

Clasping her hand into a fist destroyed the holograms. Iosefael’s glowing hand and glove faded back to their regular golden color. “You’re right. I can’t believe that she created something like this. Or even that she could. But it can’t remain. I’ll… I’ll remove active miracles in the area.”

“Not the ones on my phone, please.”

“That makes it more complicated,” Iosefael said with a sigh. “I can’t just do a wide-area removal. I’d have to remove each individually.”

“Given that it is Tenebrael’s gift…” Irulon started, gesturing toward the phone in Alyssa’s hand. “I would never dare to speak for Her, but I cannot imagine She would be pleased if you destroyed something She created.”

“I… know. I’ll go around to each and remove them one-by-one.”

“Can you do it without leaving us unprotected from Adrael?”

“I am actively scanning for angelic presences. If she appears, I will be here instantly.”

“Good. Then don’t delay!”

Iosefael took a breath, nodded twice, fully extended her wings, and disappeared upward into the sky. Alyssa stared for a moment, wondering if the flight was really necessary. Maybe flying was fine, but so high? The village wasn’t that large. Only a handful of buildings plus the church. And half of them had been destroyed, thanks to her.

“She seems… simplistic.”

“Yeah. I thought she was going to agree earlier, but good thing their smoke was some angelic nonsense.”

“I think she was going to anyway and merely used its existence as an excuse, but I can’t be positive without further interaction. Either way, this works to our advantage. Once she finishes, we should have full access to this town. Shame we couldn’t have done this before alerting the entire base to our presence.”

“I’m… surprised you used Tenebrael’s name as a manipulation tool.”

Irulon leaned up against the church wall, staring up into the sky. She didn’t speak for several seconds. When she did, it was in a softer tone of voice than anything Alyssa had heard from her before. “Hm. It was not a decision I made lightly. The theologists preach pragmatism. We had a need. I acted to solve it as rapidly as possible. If all is as Tenebrael’s book says, I will be forgiven for my irreverence. Though you may be in a position to say more than the words of half-dead individuals of dubious quality.”

Tenebrael’s book must have been the writings Lazhar had mentioned back in Teneville, the book where he recorded every word spoken by the suicidal pilgrims. As for whether or not she knew Tenebrael better… Alyssa had to snort at that. “I don’t believe that Tenebrael cares one way or another what mortals do. If anything, she would be amused that you managed to manipulate Iosefael into doing what you wanted. Next time she’s around I could ask. Or you could talk to her through my phone.”

“An ancient saying: You should never meet your heroes. My brother, for instance, is highly idolized by many among the military and even in the guild. He is seen as a strong individual capable of turning the tide of a battle all on his own. And he is. Yet I think many would be disappointed if they actually got to know him. His sympathies toward monsters would shatter expectations all on their own. Bringing the draken to the city already tarnished his reputation.”

“And you think meeting Tenebrael would be worse?”

“Faith requires uncertainty,” Irulon said, deliberately avoiding the question. “At first, there were a few clues around you that had that uncertainty diminishing. What you said to my sister, for instance.”

Alyssa blinked, snapping her head over to meet the princess’ violet eyes. “You heard that?”

“Mhm. Those clues, I could ignore or reason away as delusion easily enough. There have been people who have claimed to speak with Tenebrael before. All proved false in the end. But now all this? The portrait you showed me? It is getting more and more difficult to ignore.

“Perhaps that is why I used Tenebrael’s name. I wanted to remove just a little more uncertainty. I still, right now, wish to tell you that you are lying. Or that this being who claims to be Tenebrael is merely a monster taking Her name for its own purposes. If that is the case, it must be destroyed. Yet attacking my god? If it truly is Tenebrael, not even my life would be enough for forgiveness. So I think I want a little uncertainty removed, maybe all of it. But maybe none of it at the same time. I’m just… unsure of what I want exactly.”

“Well, I don’t know what to say. Everything I’ve said is true as far as I know it to be. Everything else, you’ll have to decide on your own.”

A fluttering of white-gold feathers filled the area behind the church. It had only been a minute, maybe two, but Iosefael popped into existence right in front of Alyssa. “Aside from those on your phone, all miracles have been nullified in this area.”

Alyssa had to translate for her—she hadn’t had time to turn her phone back on before the angel spoke. As soon as she had finished, Irulon pushed herself away from the wall and fingered a spell from her tome. “Excellent. Let us find our wayward mimic and finish this job. I want to get back to the palace and think some things over.”
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                Getting back into the town proper was the last thing Alyssa wanted to do. With their food and water destroyed, she didn’t see much of a reason to stick about. If this were a true medieval society, they would almost certainly be dead by now. Unfortunately, the Message spell existed. Alyssa had found the spell moderately useful. It definitely wasn’t a phone, but sending quick warnings was probably what it had been originally designed for.

And if these people sent off a request for help, extra supplies might arrive well before they actually felt the effects of their existing storage depots being destroyed. Which was the main reason that they simply couldn’t walk away. Not after Irulon had gone through all the effort of getting Iosefael to remove the protections around the buildings.

Also Kasita. Alyssa wasn’t too worried, but the mimic’s radio silence had been going on for a bit longer than she would have liked. Sending a Message asking for an update had yet to produce any response, which added to her worrying. Was she in trouble? Had she been captured or had she fallen prey to one of the protections? The best possibility that came to mind was simply that Kasita had to hide and couldn’t send a message at the moment.

Alyssa looked around the church’s main floor with a spell active. Unseen Sight. It was supposed to reveal hidden things. Shadow assassins and mimics were all Alyssa cared about at the moment. At least, they were the only things that she knew about. If there was some other invisible Predator in the church, she might care for that as well.

The main floor of the church didn’t look a thing like what Alyssa had expected. The rows and rows of pews were missing. There was no pulpit where a preacher might preach. No giant pipe organ covering one wall or Christian iconography in stained glass windows. That wasn’t to say that the church was empty. There were several… shrines set about. Each featured a small clay statue of a seated person holding one hand with the palm facing upward and the other hand with the palm facing downward. The sculpting wasn’t detailed enough to make out any facial details save for large pits in place of the eyes.

Seeing six or seven of them placed around the room with clear offerings of food or plants in a bowl at the statue’s feet sent chills up Alyssa’s back. It was like something out of a horror movie. Why didn’t they have eyes?

Shaking her head, she looked toward the center of the room. A wide basin, maybe the size of the average hot tub, occupied the majority of the floor. The water was only ankle deep, but it was crystal clear. The water in this world was not polluted at all, not like it was on Earth. However, this pool of water was the only basin that she would consider drinking from without boiling it first. Maybe it was paranoia—other people drank water and she had even taken a few long baths at the public baths back in Lyria without getting sick—but just seeing those doctors in action had reaffirmed her belief in modern science.

In the center of the circular basin, a narrow marble pillar jutted upward. It was elegantly carved with many intricate lines. Alyssa couldn’t make out any distinct images in the carvings, the lines looked more like it formed one gigantic maze. With how elegant the pedestal was, seeing a hunk of sandstone haphazardly dropped on top felt off. It wasn’t polished, chiseled, carved, or otherwise prettied up. The sandstone was just a orange boulder of rock the size of a beach ball. It wasn’t even perfectly round, being lumpy and more flat on the bottom than the rest of it.

The only notable thing about it were the two holes in its side, each no larger than Alyssa’s finger. Beneath the holes, the stone was darker. It glistened slightly in the light from the shrines’ candles. Wet.

“This must be the Struck Stone.”

Alyssa started at hearing the disembodied voice. She glanced to where she thought Irulon was probably standing. It was hard to tell for certain with the invisibility spells active. Unseen Sight did not see this unseen sight. According to Irulon, it was something to do with Fractal magic tricking the world into thinking that Empty Mirror’s occupants weren’t in the world. Or something. Basically, pure illusory or mind-altering magic would be detected easily, but not Fractal magic.

Which was good. It meant she didn’t have to worry about the Society of the Burning Shadow spotting her. But it was bad in that she had no idea where Irulon exactly was.

Or even vaguely. While Alyssa stared at the empty air, Irulon could easily have moved closer to the fountain.

“It’s broken now. Let’s just find Kasita and get out of here.”

“One moment,” Irulon said.

The water in the basin splashed, making Alyssa jump again. Irulon had moved forward. And jumped into the fountain. There were ripples in the still water that hadn’t been there before. Dirt as well. But no sign of Irulon’s actual body. The ripples were fairly uninformative. Maybe Irulon could determine the exact location of an invisible someone standing in the water, but Alyssa couldn’t. There weren’t any feet-shaped holes in the water or a wider disturbance that might be from the shroud.

“Stranding Demise.”

A black mist formed in the air above the fountain’s basin. It drifted toward the sandstone boulder, seeping into the rock until Alyssa couldn’t see anything more. The splashing in the water happened again. This time, a few wet footprints appeared on the outside of the basin’s wall.

Irulon clearly noticed. Despite Alyssa having seen nothing at all, the footprints vanished, swiped away by some unseen hand.

“What was that?”

“Just a little surprise,” Irulon said with clear amusement in her voice. “Anyone inspecting the stone in an attempt to figure out why it isn’t working is going to have a bad time. Incidentally, I advise against touching it.”

Even though she was nowhere near the basin, let alone the stone sitting atop the pedestal in the center of it, Alyssa took a step back. The warning was enough for her. She had absolutely no desire to find out what Irulon had done to it.

“It looks like there is a stairwell leading to a lower level at the far end of the room. Shall we find out what they’re keeping down there?”

Ugh. She would have to get closer to the fountain to get around it. Luckily, the main room was large enough to provide ample space to go around. It was paranoia, she knew, but she couldn’t kick the thought that she might slip on a puddle of water, fall into the basin, knock into the pedestal, and wind up with a cursed rock crushing her to death. Or doing whatever it was cursed to do.

“If you are quite done,” Irulon said, voice having turned terse for some reason. “We should be making haste, not dallying around.”

“How do you know that I’m not already down the stairs?” Alyssa asked, looking at the doorway leading down. An unpleasant scent was wafting up the stairwell. Something of a cross between a zoo and a farm. It wasn’t the worst thing Alyssa had smelled, but she pinched her nose anyway.

“Minor changes in the air and the way you disturb the dirt on the floor, mostly. It’s a strain, but I can keep this up for a while yet.”

When she had cast Unseen Sight, Alyssa had really been hoping that she would get some overpowered version of it. Lots of spells that she cast seemed to be stronger than what other people cast. Spectral Chains could capture gaunts, for instance, while other people’s chains broke instantly when used on gaunts. Unfortunately, the spells didn’t seem to be able to do more than they were designed for. Lumen’s Annihilator had destroyed five cubic feet of stone. Alyssa’s had done five hundred—which was just a guess, she hadn’t actually done the math to figure out exactly how much her version had done.

Unseen Sight was designed to see through illusions. No matter how overpowered she made it, it wouldn’t ever see into the other worlds that Fractal magic used to perform its tricks.

“Well great,” Alyssa grumbled. “I don’t know where you are, so let me go down the stairs first. That way I don’t bump into you and send you tumbling down with a broken neck.”

“I’m sure you’re exaggerating. Besides, knowing where you are, I can step out of the way.”

“Unless you get distracted,” Alyssa said, already heading down the stairs. They were fairly unassuming stairs, carved straight out of the hard rock that covered a decent portion of the desert except tiled with smooth slabs of… slate? The stairs were steeper than she would have liked. Especially with no hand rail. She took the steps one at a time with her hand on the wall, all the while trying to ignore the soft giggling. “And what are you laughing at, you stupid angel.”

The giggling cut off instantly. “You don’t need to be rude,” Iosefael said. The church had been large enough that she could hover off on her own, but now that they were headed down these stairs, the space to float about became significantly more cramped. “I was just thinking how fun mortals are with all your concerns about things angels never even think about. Like broken necks.”

Alyssa paused and stared at the golden angel before shaking her head. Two more steps and she reached the bottom. The smell was starting to get to her. More than a few times in her life, she had been to the local county fair. There were all kinds of activities at the fair. From hypnotists to rides that looked like they might fall apart if bumped wrong. But Alyssa often enjoyed the animals. Walking around, getting to hold cute baby chickens or pet a baby calf. Unfortunately, the animals had a cost to them, and not just the price of admission.

That same cost was creeping up her nostrils right now, making her snort a bit. Which didn’t help at all.

“What is Tenebrael’s agent saying?”

Irulon’s voice came from Alyssa’s shoulder, so close that it made her jump. She had thought that she was descending alone and had been about to call up to let the princess know where she was. This whole invisibility thing had only been going on for a few minutes and Alyssa was already sick of it. It might even be worse than having three Irulons trading off on finishing their thoughts.

“Alyssa?”

“Sorry. Just got distracted. She thinks broken necks are amusing.”

“That’s not what I—”

“Really? Hm. And here I was concerned that Tenebrael’s agent would frown on me setting traps. Maybe I’ll set more.”

Iosefael crossed her arms, head turning to track something that Alyssa couldn’t see. Irulon, presumably. “Mortals die. Since the beginning of time, that has held true. The exceptions can be counted on one hand,” she said, wiggling three fingers. “And even they are not truly immortal. They will die. The important thing is the soul. Aside from that, while I interfered with Adrael, it isn’t my place to stand between two mortals.” After a minute of silence, Iosefael huffed. “And I’m not Tenebrael’s agent. Tell her to stop calling me that.”

“She isn’t going to interfere in anything we do as long as it doesn’t involve angels,” Alyssa said, looking to where she thought Irulon was standing. Turning to Iosefael, Alyssa glared. “And tell her yourself. I’m not going to sit around being a translator for you whenever I can’t hold up my phone. In fact, you’re distracting. Since you’re scanning for Adrael, do you even need to be here?”

“I enjoy observing humans and don’t often get a chance to do so like this.”

“Just don’t be distracting. Wouldn’t that count as interfering with mortals if someone heard me talking to you?” Alyssa was whispering at a level where someone would have to be standing right next to her to hear—or have Irulon or Iosefael powers, neither of whom seemed to have an issue with listening—but it was still a valid point.

“My lips are sealed!”

Alyssa shot the angel a glare before staring around the basement. It was a wide open area. Maybe half the size of the main floor above. Not as opulent. The floor was a lot rougher than the almost polished tiles used in the upper level of the church. Considering that this was out in the middle of nowhere, it was a bit surprising that they had spent so much time and effort on the construction. Other buildings around it weren’t nearly so high quality, looking far more haphazard and sloppy. The Juno Federation was a theocracy, apparently, so maybe taking religious buildings seriously was to be expected of them.

The central area was the only place lit, using jars of potion light. Six of them were spaced evenly around a golden orb hanging by a chain from the ceiling. Clearly an object of some importance. The orb had intricate embossing covering its surface. While its underside was solid, the upper portion had holes. Leafy patterns wrapped around the holes and the three points where the chains connected to the bottom half. Three clawed feet on the bottom were likely for placing it on a solid surface, though that was unnecessary so long as it hung from the ceiling. As long as her sense of space was working correctly, Alyssa estimated that the chain would be directly beneath the fountain’s pedestal.

“The blessed censer,” Iosefael said despite her lips being sealed.

Alyssa didn’t respond, too busy looking around the room with a rapidly deepening scowl. What she had thought were walls weren’t walls at all.

They were bars.

And there were creatures behind them. Living, alert creatures. Which explained the smell. Glad that she had been whispering earlier, Alyssa walked toward one of the cages. Ants. Six of them, all huddled together, making soft noises that Alyssa thought might be attempts at comforting each other. They had clearly been abused. Much like Pho back at the Waterhole, their carapace had cracks and a few had missing antennae.

Moving along the row of cages, Alyssa looked in each. A dozen goblins jumping about while trying to break or even gnaw at their bars. Two trolls chained to the wall of their cage. A furry wolf-like humanoid female—it had breasts, at least—that Alyssa couldn’t put a name to with literal fire coming from its red eyes. That one, like the trolls, apparently warranted extra chains keeping it from moving about even within the thick bars of its cage. It even had some metal ball gag between a set of razor sharp teeth. A cage over from the wolf-thing held a quartet of green lizards similar to Rizk, but not quite the same.

One of the cages looked empty except for some red haze inside. At first, Alyssa thought it was just mist. But the haze was distinct, each with is own vaguely humanoid form. It took her a moment to realize just what she was looking at. Shadow assassins. Four of them. Invisible shadow assassins revealed through her use of Unseen Sight. At least she knew that it worked.

Some of the cages were empty. They clearly showed signs of having been occupied at one point in time. Said signs came in the form of teeth marks on the bars, feces and food residue, and the way some of the bars were bent out of shape, among other things. At the far end, separate from the rest of the cages, was something more like a walk-in aviary. Its bars were thinner but much more dense, leaving it looking like a net draped over a metal frame. Five fairies, all huddled together much like the ants with their arms around each other’s shoulders. Alyssa kept her distance upon seeing what was inside, just in case. Her fairy had mentioned that it would be able to detect even invisible minds if they got too close.

Alyssa found herself torn at seeing them in their cage. The fairy she had rescued had not given her any love for their species. Basing her negative opinion of the entire species off one encounter was the very definition of racism. At the same time, she felt like exceptions should be made when dealing with monsters that could take control of someone’s mind. Shrugging off her fairy’s control might have been nothing more than luck or thanks to the fairy’s panic and distressed mental state. Testing her resilience with five at once seemed the very definition of a bad idea. Still, seeing them locked up as they were made her sick.

It was just… not right. And this Society of the Burning Shadow was the whole reason the fairies had attacked in the first place.

Her disgust turned to contempt directed at the humans rather than the monsters. If not for the Society, everyone could have lived on in peace, minding their own business.

Alyssa turned back to the main area of the room, wondering how she was going to find Irulon. She could call out, but she didn’t want to get the captives riled up before having a chance to talk things over with the princess. However, before she could try any locating tactics, Alyssa noted another red haze in the room. This one on the floor right up near the golden orb of the censer.

A rock. A familiar rock. A smooth, flat and round stone that might be ideal for skipping across a glassy lake. Alyssa had picked up one just like it back in the palace. Back when she had used Desecrate Spells to get out of Oxart’s subjugation.

“Kasita?” Alyssa whispered, nudging the rock with the toe of her boot. It felt like a stone, moved like a stone, and didn’t respond to her words just like a stone would. But the haze around it from Unseen Sight… it had to be Kasita. The placement of the rock near the censer was… concerning. No smoke leaked from the holes in the top half at the moment, but the air was a bit musky nearby. And not just a zoo-like musk from the monsters captured here, but a musk not unlike the designated smoking area behind her work back on Earth. “Iosefael? This is Kasita, right? Is she alright? Is her soul connection damaged or whatever the smoke was supposed to do?”

“The effects aren’t permanent,” Iosefael said, floating closer to look at the rock. “But I can see signs of recent exposure. It should wear off in a few minutes.”

Nodding an acknowledgment, Alyssa picked up and pocketed the stone, feeling a bit bad as she did so. Kasita tended to jump at opportunities to help out. Having found the censer and this prison must have been elating, only for her to be taken out by the censer’s effects. Waking up to find that everything was taken care of would… probably be a minor blow to her happiness.

But better to be picked up and rescued than left here.

Now for Irulon, Alyssa thought, staring around the room. Naturally, she saw no sign of the princess. What would she need to detect the princess? Some ability to see through multiple worlds, probably. She definitely didn’t have anything like that in her decks. What else? Thermal vision? That probably wouldn’t see through worlds either, but she might be able to spot glowing footprints where Irulon stood.

Not that it mattered. She only had a handful of unidentified cards in her deck, those she had picked up from the lead horse rider after rescuing Oxart. Irulon had glanced over them beforehand, but Alyssa had forgotten to ask about the few that she didn’t already have indexed in her phone. Given that Irulon hadn’t made special note of them, they probably weren’t anything special.

Alyssa almost called out, only to hesitate and whisper to Iosefael instead. “How do you see me?”

“You’re a determined little mortal who causes a lot of trouble for just about everyone merely by existing.”

Taking a deep breath and closing her eyes to center herself, Alyssa tried again. “I meant literally. This spell is supposed to turn me invisible, right? But you can clearly see me.”

“A perk of being divine. Mortals trying to play with magic won’t work on us.”

“Spectral Chains worked on you.”

“Th-That was a fluke!” the angel sputtered. “Because Tene was bullying me. It wouldn’t have worked otherwise. It couldn’t have.”

“So if I tried it again right now…”

Iosefael’s wings twitched, sending her back a few paces from Alyssa. “Weren’t we talking about something else?”

“Yeah,” Alyssa said with a slight snort. “It’s stupid that I can see you, some divine being who has never been seen by a mortal before, but I can’t see Irulon while she’s using some mortal spell. I’m even using Unseen Sight. I don’t need a spell to see you, so why, with a spell, can I not see Irulon? It’s stupid and shouldn’t work like—”

Iosefael flinched, face twisting into a grimace momentarily. It was an abrupt enough change that Alyssa stopped whispering to simply stare.

“What?” Alyssa said. Had she accidentally activated a spell without meaning to? She had considered the problem before, but if it actually was happening, she needed to ditch magic altogether. The risk of blasting out her hips with a fireball from her pocket was too great if that was the case. But for now, Iosefael’s stare was more concerning. What happened? Adrael? Alyssa glanced around for any other angels in the room…

And just about choked on her own breath.

Enormous scaled legs dug into the ground just in front of the shadow assassin cage. The muscular legs were attached to a torso that… clipped through the ceiling? The bottom half of two wings jutted through the ceiling as well, just a bit separated from the rest of the body. There was something familiar about the wispy black smoke the entire scaled being was made from.

Alyssa recognized the form instantly.

Irulon’s soul. It was the same dragon she had seen back in the Observatorium on the very first day she had met Irulon. One of those unidentified spells must have been Spectral Sight. It fit with what she knew of the Society of the Burning Shadow favoring low-ranked Death and Fire spells. Irulon, knowing the spell well, would have simply shrugged at spotting it without feeling a need to make verbal note of it. Alyssa hadn’t taken a picture of the one Irulon had handed her, and she really could only vaguely remember what it had looked like, having only seen it for a few seconds before using it. As such, it slipped under her notice too.

Handy, but it was disturbing evidence of spells activating accidentally. Alyssa might have to ask Irulon if she knew about a way to stop that. For now, Alyssa kept her mind clear of spells and approached the shadow assassin cage.

“Irulon? I found Kasita. She’s in my pocket.”

There was a sharp breath from between the ethereal dragon’s legs. “Alyssa?” Irulon’s voice had a tension to it that Alyssa would have thought to be surprise had she not known better. “You came this close to… never mind. How did you find me?”

“Spectral Sight. I see your… dragon.”

“Hm. Odd. In all the excitement of leaving the city, I failed to have my brother test the spell on me. I was unaware that it would penetrate Empty Mirror as well, another thing to test on him just in case your usage of the spell is being warped by… you.”

“Right.” Alyssa glanced up at the bottom half of the dragon’s giant body. Maybe Empty Mirror would have worked on it better if it had been smaller. The Empty Mirror shroud of glass shards didn’t extend that far from the body. Shaking her head, Alyssa looked over the princess’ shoulder. The shadow assassins clearly heard something outside their cell. They were moving about, getting closer to the bars. “What are we going to do about them? You wanted to destroy this place, right? They’re victims in all this too. We should let them out before you do. I mean, maybe the shadow assassins and the fairies are too dangerous, but the ants—”

“Alyssa! You and I were thinking the exact same thing,” Irulon said. She was still invisible, but Alyssa could hear the grin in her voice. “Plans change. Originally, I had thought to destroy this place and leave. But no longer. We should let them out. All of them. Especially the shadow assassins, fairies, and the hellhound.”
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                “Good evening, monsters,” Irulon spoke in a loud voice, standing in the center of the room where the golden censer had once hung. It was now lying on the floor at her feet. Her visible feet. She had decided to remove her invisibility to better address the monsters. Iosefael stood next to her, shooting glares at the censer, but nobody could see the angel. “If I could have your attention…”

It had Alyssa a little worried. Everything did, actually. The stairwell leading down here was blocked off by a silvery mirror. The same spell that had obstructed the entrance to Irulon’s laboratory back in the palace. Reality Wall. That was one small reassurance. She wasn’t sure how thick the ceiling was, but was almost positive it wasn’t thick enough to stop a dedicated arcanist from getting through. Even ones who used lower ranked spells like the Society.

Of course, the Society wasn’t the only danger around. They were in a room filled with monsters. Sure, they were in cages at the moment, but that wasn’t going to be permanent. And Alyssa still didn’t know where to place half of them on her threat assessment. Like the hellhound. The muscular beast with fire literally burning out of its eyes apparently warranted a special mention from Irulon, meaning it was probably more dangerous than it looked—and it looked pretty dangerous from where Alyssa was standing. Despite its name, it apparently wasn’t a demon. Something gave Alyssa the feeling that nothing about their current course of action would have changed if it was a demon.

“What an unfortunate predicament you all have found yourselves in. Captured by humans? Imprisoned. Exposed to that nasty smoke. Used in experiments. Repeatedly forced under the control of the fairies. Abused. Starved. Not to mention those chafing chains.” Irulon, hands clasped behind her back, paced left then right. When she got back to the left, the toe of her foot slammed into the censer. Black powder spilled from its holes as it skidded across the floor.

More than one of the monsters flinched at the sharp noise it made. The ants and the two elves especially. And the goblins, for that matter. They had been pressed right up against the bars only to be sent scurrying back against the far wall when Irulon kicked the censer.

“I’ve taken care of one of those problems. For the others… well, I am not such a bleeding heart that I would free you without expecting anything in return. But I expect that many of you will want what I want.” Irulon slowly turned her head about the room, pausing on the troll cage, the shadow assassin cage, and the hellhound. “Others,” she said, snapping her gaze to the group of ants, who all flinched back again, “I’m sure want nothing more than to return to their hives. That is fine. I don’t mind you running away like cowards. There is only one thing I cannot tolerate.”

Irulon took a step forward, looking directly ahead with a deep scowl on her face. The fairies caught in her gaze looked like they wanted to cry. One of them, a tiny little man in the back corner, actually was crying, but he had been before Irulon had even started speaking. So it probably wasn’t her fault.

“The only reason I haven’t freed any of you is because you’ve been too close to these fairies. I know fairies. I know how they think, how they will react. The second I release one of you, you’ll stop at nothing to free the fairies. Not because you want to, but because fairies are too stupid to think past their own noses.”

Taking her hands out from behind her back, Irulon held up two spell cards. “When you wake up, feel free to eat any humans you come across. In fact, I insist. But for now, please stand back. Split Reality.” She didn’t give them a moment to actually comply. Possibly because it wasn’t needed—the fairies were nowhere near the front of the bars at the moment—but also possibly because Irulon didn’t care if she actually hit any of the fairies with her spell.

One of the two cards elongated with Irulon’s words, turning into a long shard of glass. The glass wasn’t like a broken piece of a window. It twisted and folded in on itself over and over again, giving Alyssa a mild headache as she stared. Irulon sent it flying across the room with a flick of her wrist. It left a hazy trail in its wake, but didn’t do much aside from that until it actually struck the fairy cage. The metal started coming apart, splitting into tiny pieces just like the woman who had captured Oxart. The spell didn’t stop at the cage either. It crashed straight through, striking the stone wall which promptly started falling apart.

“Fractal Lock,” Irulon said before the wall could do more than garner a few splits. The entire area slowed to a stop. Panicking fairies froze. Shards of the cage stopped in mid-air. Even the remnants of the first spell, still sticking out of the wall, stopped the space warping and twisting.

“Excellent,” she said, smiling. “The rest of you will have twelve hours before that spell wears off. If you do not wish to be slaves to the fairies, I recommend you be anywhere else by morning. Now then, who wants revenge? Just raise your hands, claws, paws, or whatever limb you desire. Or rattle your chains if that isn’t a possibility.”

Alyssa was almost certain that the hellhound had moved first. But it was far from the only monster that jumped at Irulon’s words. After a quick glance around the room, Irulon walked over to the goblin cage. While walking, she moved her hands behind her back again. Except… the hand that passed over her tome wound up with a spell card pinched between two fingers. Alyssa didn’t see how the card moved from her tome to her fingers, but it did.

She didn’t use the spell. Instead, she reached across her waist with her free hand and pulled out another card. The tome had to be enchanted because Irulon didn’t even look before pulling it out. There was no rummaging or flipping through pages to find the one she wanted. It just came to her hand. Having put a bit of distance between them, Alyssa didn’t catch what the spell was called. Its effect was simple enough, however. The thick lock keeping the cage door closed split in two down the center.

Before the newly made scrap could touch the floor, the door flung open. The first goblin out immediately lunged for her, grasping with its tiny hands.

Alyssa started, grasping for her pistol. She was supposed to be invisible, ready to back Irulon up in case something went wrong. If this wasn’t going wrong, she didn’t know what was.

Irulon simply stepped around the goblin. One hand slammed the cage door shut before a second could emerge. She stuck out her foot, catching the one free goblin in the back. Rather than kick it across the room, she pinned it down.

“I forgot to mention… Attack me and I will kill everyone in your cage.” As she spoke, she took her hand out from behind her back, holding out the spell card she had withdrawn earlier. “Toymaker’s Touch.”

Instead of vanishing, as most spells did when cast, this one… wilted. It turned black and soggy. Sticky, maybe, dripping tar. Irulon slapped it down on the goblin’s back. The black spread into the goblin’s green skin, spreading out in a lightning-like pattern. Or maybe like veins. Iosefael made a strangled noise as it spread, but Alyssa didn’t have eyes for the angel. She was busy watching the princess.

Whatever the spell was supposed to do, Irulon didn’t give it time. She grasped the goblin by the throat, picked it up, and flung it back into the cage. Another goblin required a kick to keep it from getting out when she opened the door, but Irulon moved with barely a care.

Or maybe with extreme arrogance. Alyssa, pistol in hand and safety off, could only shake her head. No wonder Irulon had wound up skewered by a gaunt. She could do with just a little more caution. What if that had been the hellhound? Goblins were stupid, small, and likely fairly weak without their poisoned blades. That hellhound had abs. It looked like she bench pressed trees.

Of course, that was probably why Irulon had gone to the goblins first.

Keeping her pistol in hand, just in case, Alyssa watched with a morbid curiosity. Irulon had said that she would be killing everyone in the cage, but it didn’t look like she actually was. The one goblin with the spell on its back was lying face down. The black tar had spread and soaked in, becoming a faint grey against the goblin’s green skin, but it wasn’t doing anything aside from lying there. Four more were trying to reach out of the cage and grab at Irulon, but their short arms meant that they couldn’t do much except hold onto her dragon hide pant legs as she held the cage shut with her foot. They wound up getting in each other’s way more than they actually harmed Irulon.

It wasn’t until one of the other goblins tried touching the downed one that Alyssa realized what was happening.

The tarred goblin jerked. Its hand snapped out, grasping the extended arm of the other goblin. It opening its wide mouth made Alyssa gasp. Black tar dripped from every tooth. Its mouth didn’t stay open for long. Those crooked teeth sank into the arm of the now panicking goblin. Black started spreading up its arm while the first goblin turned to find a new target.

Chaos broke out in the cage. Reactions varied. Some spread out to the bars, trying to put as much distance between themselves and the center of their cage as possible. When the first goblin bit down on the shoulder of a third, another of the things tried punching it in the face. It didn’t cause any reaction. For his troubles, the attempted rescuer wound up getting its arm bit by the second goblin, now also leaking black from its mouth. One goblin kept trying to grasp at Irulon, apparently failing to notice the other snacking on its ankle.

Eventually, there were no unaffected goblins left. With no more targets around, they just stood there, nearly perfectly still. In less than a minute, twelve angry goblins had transformed into twelve docile zombies. Not a one tried to attack Irulon despite her stepping away from the cage door, allowing it to partially open.

“Excellent, my little toys. You stay there. I’ll set you loose later.” Turning her back to the cage as if there were zero possibility that one of the zombies would bite her, Irulon looked over the rest of the room with a smile. “Now then, who wants to be free and won’t attack me?”

Unlike before, no one jumped at her offer right away. Irulon looked at the trolls, then at the elves, then the ants. She skipped over a few cages when the hellhound’s chains jangled.

“Ah yes. I suspected that you might still be interested in my offer. I…” Irulon trailed off, looking at the ceiling near where the partially broken chains dangled. “It appears as if our little party has been noticed. Shame. I was hoping for more demonstration time.”

Alyssa couldn’t see whatever it was that Irulon had noticed. Maybe it had to do with the spell she had set on the stone. Whatever the case, they were sure to have company soon. Alyssa double checked her pistol, making sure she hadn’t accidentally put one of the empty magazines in. She had a few spell cards in hand as well. Fireballs. She kept the Immolating Gloves spell handy as well, separated from the rest of the deck’s drivel in an outer pocket of her satchel.

As she went over her arsenal, Irulon stalked straight over to the hellhound’s cage. It had an even thicker lock than that of the goblin cage, but it split in two with a single spell just as easily. “Go ahead and attack me if you must. Just know that you will not survive. Now, hold still if you do not wish for your head to be separated from your body.”

The chain keeping the gag in the wolf-like humanoid’s mouth split apart just as easily as the lock on the cage. While the hellhound spat out the actual gag, Irulon moved on to the chain around its throat. She had to push away an armful of the jet black hair to get at it, but it fell away just as the others did. Only when Irulon moved to the hound’s muscular arm did she hesitate. Which did not go unnoticed by the chain’s captive.

“What’s the matter, human?” the hellhound growled, low and guttural. She reached forward, rattling the chains as she moved, though she only made it a few inches before the chain caught her wrist. “Wondering how fast I could kill you?”

“From the moment your arm is loose, assuming I remain as close to you as I have been, I would have one and one third of a second before your claws tear out my throat.” Irulon’s eyes flicked from their usual violet to their black with white rings. That seemed to give the hellhound pause. She blinked, ending the ceaseless discharge of flames from her eyes for a brief instant.

That moment was long enough for Irulon. She slit the chain in two, pivoted around the hellhound and did the same to her opposite arm.

The hellhound almost fell forward. She had been leaning against the chains, using them to keep herself upright. Without them, she had to use her impressive abdominal core to keep from flopping straight to the floor.

“I trust you can remove your leg bindings on your own,” Irulon said, already half out of the cage before the hellhound had fully recovered. “My spell supply is not unlimited and there are others that need freeing.”

She was already stalking across the room toward the troll cage, a larger cage than most. On her way, she cut the lock from the elf cage without even glancing inside. Unlike the hellhound and the trolls, they were not given additional bindings within their cages and thus required no additional attention. None of them actually emerged from their cage, not even when the door swung open.

An outcry from the mirrored barrier over the stairs tore Alyssa’s attention from Irulon and the monsters. Someone had just found it. The wall and the mirror muffled too much of the noise to actually understand what that noise had been saying, but it had definitely been a voice. Irulon didn’t think that anyone could break through her barrier. She was probably right about that. But Alyssa glanced up at the ceiling once again. How long would it be before they tried breaking through the relatively thin floor to get at their monsters. Or rather, they would almost certainly value the broken censer more than the monsters. Unfortunately for them, it was shut off completely. Recovering the golden orb wouldn’t make it work again, not even if they burned incense. Or so Iosefael had said. The only thing that could fix it would be Adrael.

And Adrael couldn’t show up without Iosefael noticing.

A metallic thunk signaled the hellhound’s freedom. It had taken longer than Rizk, but then, these bindings were a lot thicker than the salamander’s had been. The hellhound kicked them aside before pouncing, landing outside her cage. She didn’t pounce on anything aside from the floor. Irulon was across the room inside the troll cage and Alyssa was still invisible. Since the hellhound hadn’t so much as glanced in her direction, she assumed that those flaming eyes couldn’t detect her… or find her through smell.

“Hellhound, if you would be so kind as to free the shadow assassins. I am almost finished with these trolls. Then… what’s left. Ah. The ants.”

“I don’t take orders from you, human,” the hellhound said in that same low growl. It wasn’t quite as hostile as before, having an almost giddy note to it. But she didn’t move to the shadow assassin cage as Irulon had asked.

Irulon paused her work, leaving a chain around the neck of one of the trolls. Sighing, she looked out of the cage. “Are we really going to do this?”

The flames cut off as the hellhound blinked again. “What?”

“You aren’t an imbecile as those goblins were or as fairies would be. You are intelligent. Surely intelligent enough to work together against a common enemy. Even these trolls understand that working together is preferable to doing the whole ‘waa, you’re a human’ thing.” She patted a gloved hand on the troll’s arm. “I would hate to compare you unfavorably with a troll of all things.”

Alyssa wasn’t sure how smart trolls were. Oz had called them more intelligent than goblins back when they were attacking the city, but that really wasn’t saying much. Irulon had effectively insulted them while standing close enough to have her head crushed by their giant hands. Either they were a whole lot less vicious while not being controlled by a fairy or Irulon had said it in such a roundabout way that they couldn’t comprehend. Or maybe they just didn’t care, wanting to get out more than anything, and knew that Irulon was their best option for that.

Really, she wasn’t even sure that they could talk. The elves and lizards were clearly talking among themselves. Not loudly enough for Alyssa to hear, but they were talking within their cage. The ants were chittering too. Them, Alyssa could hear, but she couldn’t understand. Most of their noises were clicking. They also made a lot of hand movements that probably stood in for a decent amount of verbal language. Since Pho could speak and ants and bees were somewhat similar, Alyssa assumed that the ants could talk if they wanted to, but it made sense that they would have their own way of speaking given how stilted Pho’s English had been.

But the trolls hadn’t said anything. They grunted a bit, but no words. Now that one was free, it was… touching the other one a whole lot more than Alyssa would have expected. Its large, meaty fingers danced across the other’s skin, drawing out patterns with the wiggling. The still chained one seemed to respond to with its own finger wiggling. Some kind of sign language? Or maybe Alyssa was reading too much into what was nothing more than affectionate gestures for each other.

Which might have been confirmed the moment Irulon freed the second troll. The two immediately embraced each other. It gave Alyssa a mildly sick sensation in her stomach. Not because she found the display disturbing, but because they were clearly real people. She had helped Oz kill controlled trolls back in the city and hadn’t thought a thing of it. Not to mention all those that had died to the city guard.

Alyssa found herself glaring at the frozen fairies. They were only part of the problem, though. Even they wouldn’t have captured a troll army on their own. Her gaze turned to the toppled censer and then over to Iosefael. Clicking her tongue, she turned away, checking that the mirrored barrier was still keeping any intruders from entering.

“Don’t think this means I’m trusting you.” Alyssa turned back to the hellhound just in time to watch it grip the lock of the shadow assassin cage. With barely a grunt from the monster, the lock came loose. “You’re just using us.”

The red haze representing four shadow assassins all acted at once. They didn’t appear to communicate with each other either, but the way they jumped out of their cage and spread about the room roughly evenly looked practiced. Alyssa tensed as one scampered past her. It didn’t stop or seem to notice her presence as it jumped to the roof and hung just above the doorway. She had never seen them actually move before given their invisibility. Though the red haze from Unseen Sight wasn’t perfect, it gave her a decent picture.

Despite looking like disproportioned humans with their shorter legs and longer arms, and, of course, their missing heads, they didn’t move like people at all. The first thought that popped into Alyssa’s mind was of a bear, but maybe their movements more resembled that of a gorilla. Either way, they used all four limbs to get around, putting most of the movement in the arms. Except while upside-down on the ceiling, there they used their small legs to somehow grip onto a supporting beam of wood.

“Of course I’m using you,” Irulon freely admitted as she sliced the lock on the ant cage and the lizard cage at the same time. “But being used and using the situation to your advantage are not mutually exclusive. I want to see the humans here crushed and destroyed, dying with the knowledge that all their plans have failed. Maybe the shadow assassins could slip by—they won’t, but the possibility is there—but you will have to fight your way free. Might as well enjoy it, hm?”

The hellhound ground her teeth, fur bristling on her tail. The grinding stopped. Tail swishing back and forth and flames in her eyes doubling in intensity, the hellhound grinned—though there really wasn’t much difference. “You want the humans here dead?”

“Excepting myself and one companion of mine, yes.”

“Then our goals are the same,” the hellhound said, nodding to herself as if she hadn’t believed Irulon earlier but now did. “I’ll play your game. For now. There’s an old human who kept trying to exorcise the hell from me.” She rubbed her paws together, grin widening. “I look forward to seeing the expression on her face when I exorcise her head from her shoulders.”

“Then I’ll wish you luck in accomplishing your goal. First, we must egress.”

Irulon left the ants behind—unlike the elves, they had emerged from their cage, though seemed reluctant to do so with the princess standing nearby. As soon as she was back in the center of the room, they came out at once. One smaller ant was apparently injured to the point where it required aid from the others. Irulon didn’t so much as glance over her shoulder at them. She even walked past the hellhound, coming far too close for Alyssa’s liking. But the hound didn’t pounce, choosing to follow Irulon with its eyes only.

The lizards were unexpectedly timid. With how much they looked like Rizk, Alyssa had almost been expecting them to jump out and attack Irulon. But they didn’t. They, like the elves, remained in their cage even with the door fully open.

“Attention, my toys.” Irulon clasped her hands behind her back, staring into the goblin cage. At her words, all the little zombies got to their feet.

Alyssa shuddered at their robotic movements.

“Align in front of the stairs. Attack any humans apart from myself.” Irulon turned as the zombies moved with surprising dexterity to follow the command. “The rest of you, let the toys go first. As a resource, they are significantly less valuable than… most of you. Destroying the barrier… now.”

The mirror fell away, revealing three humans standing on the other side. Two wore hooded robes, though both had their hoods down. The third was wearing more of a tunic than a proper robe, though it did have a hood on it. The latter of the three had his back to the room. He was apparently in deep discussion with the others. Maybe talking about how to get past the barrier. Maybe just talking about what a terrible day they were having with the barrier and stables and food storage while other people were evaluating their options for taking down the mirror.

Either way, it didn’t matter. The goblins didn’t share their surprise at the barrier falling.

None of the humans stood a chance.
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                The main floor of the chapel had changed since Alyssa first passed through. The biggest difference was with the fountain. Alyssa had made a special note of the water being crystal clear her first time past. To say that was no longer the case would have been an understatement. If she didn’t know better, she would have thought that someone upended a vat of chunky salsa into the basin.

She tried not to think about what actually happened.

A spell flying across the room proved to be a sufficient distraction. It wasn’t aimed at her, thankfully. Still, Alyssa had to force down the mild nausea and pay attention lest some stray spell accidentally hit her while she was creeping across the room. The spell, a fast moving ball of yellow… goop, slammed into one of the goblin zombies. And it didn’t stop there. Carrying the now stuck goblin, it hit three more before sticking to the wall. They were still alive, struggling against the ooze, but their struggles were ineffectual.

That dropped the number of Irulon’s… toys down to only four. Two humans and two goblins. They were not as resilient as movie zombies. Two were lying on the ground with their legs torn off from some spell and they weren’t even crawling forward with their arms!

With only one exit from the church, that being the main doors, Alyssa wasn’t liking the odds of everyone escaping successfully. Especially not with most of the zombies down or out. The three men who had been in the lower stairwell, though they had quickly been pounced on by the goblins, had made enough noise that the entirety of the town was now tossing spells into the building anytime they spotted movement. They had to run out eventually, but they might just set fire to the church before that happened.

The shadow assassins were climbing across the ceiling toward the door. A few spells had barely missed them, meaning that the Society could detect their presence. Alyssa, unable to climb on the ceiling, also moved toward the door under her own shroud of invisibility. Empty Mirror was enough to keep spells from targeting her, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t worried about taking a random fireball to her face. She wasn’t quite sure what she was to do. Irulon had simply sent her a Message saying that she should cause a distraction.

Glancing over her shoulder, Alyssa scowled. Irulon had at least one Empty Mirror left. Plus the rest of her spell tome. There had to be something in there that she could have used. Yet she just took shelter behind one of the shrines along with the hellhound. The elves, lizards, ants, and trolls hadn’t even left the safety of the stairwell yet.

This wasn’t quite the ‘monsters tear their way through the Society of the Burning Shadow’ scenario that she had envisioned while Irulon had been freeing the monsters. On further reflection, it made sense. The Society had captured the monsters in the first place. They certainly possessed at least part of the capability required to do so a second time even without their soul-separating incense burner.

If only she had another Annihilator. That would be a distraction. She wouldn’t even need to hit the people with it. Blasting away the side of the wall would be enough. Even that might be too much if it left a gouge in the ground. She wanted a second exit, not another Grand Canyon. Maybe Annihilator was a bit much, but all she really had were Spectral Chains and Fireballs. Neither would do anything to the church walls and she didn’t want to approach the door while spells were flying through it.

“How do you cast spells?”

The angel, floating not far from Alyssa, jerked at being addressed. It took a notable amount of effort for her to tear her eyes from the goblins trapped against the wall. Both how she reacted now and back when Irulon first cast the spell had Alyssa wondering just what was up with those goblins. Tenebrael hadn’t shown up for their souls. Even now, with a few lying in literal pieces, Tenebrael still hadn’t shown up. Iosefael hadn’t done anything either. But she wasn’t curious enough to ask just this instant. If Iosefael could show her how to cast spells without needing little pieces of paper, she could just blast open the wall right now.

What other spells had she seen that would help here?

Lumen’s sweeping laser beam might work if it could penetrate stone walls. The Fractal spell that split things into smaller and smaller bits. That spell that Adrael had used to scare away Oz and company would be perfect here. Even Fractal Mirror, as much as Alyssa didn’t have good memories of it, would be inexorably handy. It would show her all the possibilities and she could just pick one that worked. Maybe it wouldn’t be quite so debilitating on a second attempt now that she knew what to expect.

“Iosefael?” Alyssa said after realizing that the angel had been silent for a few seconds.

“I don’t think that I should say,” the angel said, slowly turning back to look at the zombies. “What you humans have done to miracles of the universe is… horrifying. And that is with only a little knowledge and authority granted by Tenebrael. Directly telling you more? I shudder to think what you might do.”

“All I want to do is distract these people so that Irulon doesn’t die. And the monsters too. I’m surprised you’re not leading the charge. I mean, I know you want me to die because I’m supposed to be dead or whatever,” Alyssa said with a mild note of disgust. “But those people had the monsters suffering with the help of your angel friend. Shouldn’t you care about that at least?”

“Humans have such strange notions on angels. I suppose that comes from your religions idolizing us?” Iosefael shook her head, using the motion to look back to Alyssa instead of the zombies. “All humans—or mortals, in this case—suffer. From the highest king to the lowest peasant, it doesn’t matter. Suffering tempers the soul. It is what you do in the face of that suffering that defines who you are.”

Ugh, Alyssa immediately started scowling. “That sounds like the drivel you’d read on the back of some self-help book written by some television evangelical who hasn’t lived through a single hard day in his life but claims he has to scam people out of their money.”

“Not all suffering is as obvious as others. That does not change the fact that all mortals suffer—”

“That’s bullshit. I don’t dispute that people suffer, but some people definitely have easier lives than others. What I really object to is your stance on the matter. Because people are ‘supposed’ to suffer,” Alyssa spat, “you get to just stand by and watch? I’ve only really spoken to you twice, here and back at my home, but both times, you make me think that Tenebrael has the right of it.”

Iosefael’s green eyes with the little cross-shaped pupils blinked. She cocked her head to the side with a frown. “Tenebrael isn’t here helping you either.”

“Maybe not, but at least she understands that your whole angelic society is screwed up.”

“That’s the way things are.”

“And she’s trying to break way from it. She—”

A pressure on Alyssa’s mind made her wince. Narrowing her eyes, she allowed what she assumed to be another Message.

Sure enough, Irulon’s voice sounded inside her head. ~A distraction soon would be nice, Alyssa. I’d rather not use up some of my rarer cards. I used up enough freeing the monsters as it is.~

Alyssa rolled her eyes. At least that explained why the princess wasn’t acting. She was trying to preserve spells. Irritating, but understandable… somewhat. If Alyssa had all of Irulon’s spells, she probably would have used them all up by now. Which, in a way, might just mean that Irulon was right to try to preserve the spells. Were Alyssa as pragmatic, she might have a few more magazines worth of bullets than the few that she had.

That still didn’t help with her immediate problem of causing a distraction. Iosefael didn’t seem like a useful angle to take anymore, so she focused on what she had. Fireballs, Spectral Chains, Spectral Axe—a spell she had yet to use as it just didn’t seem as useful as some others—Immolating Gloves, Conjure Flames… Alyssa paused and went back, pulling out the two Immolating Gloves cards that she had. That spell had proved to be… almost too effective the last time she had used it. She was extremely thankful to absolutely nothing in particular that she hadn’t wound up in flames when she had used the spell to sear her wounds after fighting the Taker. Whatever the reason the Society member had wound up entirely immolated instead of just his hands didn’t really matter. That was something she could research later with Irulon’s help. Doing that again, however, might be just what she needed here.

Being on fire tended to be somewhat distracting, even if the spell effect ended up only affecting the hands this time.

She would have to get line of sight on one of the arcanists. That meant putting herself within their line of sight. Even invisible, she could get hit by a random spell aimed in her direction.

That just meant that she had to cast first.

Alyssa edged closer to the center of the room, though making sure to keep clear of the bloody basin. She held her spell cards in her left hand and her pistol in her right. Watching the entrance, she started frowning. Only one of the Society members was in view. She knew that there were more. They must be doing the same thing that Irulon was doing, hiding to avoid any possible incoming spells—Irulon had tossed a few at them initially to keep them from flooding inside. Probably also watching the entrance with Unseen Sight active. On Alyssa’s side, three of the shadow assassins were hanging directly over the front entrance, just waiting for an unsuspecting target to meander inside.

She considered waiting for a second target. Not knowing how the situation might change and worried that she might lose even this chance, Alyssa cast the spell. Immolating Gloves.

The effect was instant.

One hooded man standing halfway around the side of the open doors, gripping a set of cards with one hand, burst into flames. It started with his hands, as the spell was supposed to do. It didn’t stay there. Catching onto the loose sleeves of his robe, the flames raced up his arm. He didn’t even have a chance to try a counterspell before being fully engulfed.

Alyssa shuddered. She had learned this the other night, but people made distinctly unnerving noises while burning. Then, she had been a bit high on adrenaline, fear, and concern from Oxart and Irulon. Now, however, she didn’t have those distractions. At least not to the same degree. And she was closer, making it easier to hear his screams.

“Hypocritical to complain about me, isn’t it? I have never caused suffering…” Iosefael said, sounding morose. “Ah! This must be the pot calling the kettle black!”

Alyssa didn’t say anything in response. What could she say. Iosefael wasn’t exactly wrong. Alyssa wanted to justify her actions, but wasn’t sure she could. That wasn’t to say that she regretted her decision, this one or any of the others she had made since arriving in this messed up world—parading the fairy around the palace excluded. That one exception aside, she had made a number of tough decisions and a number of spur-of-the-moment adrenaline-infused decisions.

Not one had been made to intentionally cause suffering. Even using Rigor Mortis, a spell definitely designed to cause suffering, had been more in desperation than because she had wanted to make the Taker suffer. Though he had definitely deserved it.

That was the difference between her and Iosefael. Iosefael wouldn’t do anything no matter the situation. Unless Adrael showed up, she wouldn’t harm anyone, but she wouldn’t help either. Maybe someone could say that Alyssa had jumped the gun and started helping the wrong people just because they were the closest people. Lyria kept slaves. They were probably kept in inhumane conditions like the cages beneath this church. But at least they didn’t use them as mind-controlled shock troopers in their wars. That right there was one point in Lyria’s favor.

And she still held on to the minor hope that she might be able to change things. With Irulon’s ear, and maybe Brakkt’s as well, she could whisper some policy changes that might just reach the desk of the Pharaoh or the eldest brother.

For now, however, Alyssa clenched her fist and narrowed her eyes. Determination renewed to see herself, Irulon, and the formerly captive monsters out of this alive, she strode forward. The burning man was rolling on the ground, trying with moderate success to extinguish the flames. Water splashed over him from somewhere out of sight as Alyssa walked. Someone must have tossed a bucket of water. Or had used a spell to the same effect. Either way, it was enough. He stayed on the ground, moving enough to show that he wasn’t dead, but not enough to actually move.

Alyssa considered casting Immolating Gloves a second time on him before deciding against it. He was out, even if he wasn’t dead. His robes, or what was left of the smoking fabric, definitely didn’t have any intact spells. There were others who were more of a threat.

Casting the spell hadn’t destroyed Empty Mirror. She wasn’t even sure if Annihilator had done so as she had recast Empty Mirror while still half-blind just to be on the safe side. The invisibility and lack of spells coming her way gave her ample opportunity to walk right out the front entrance of the church. One of the shadow assassins tried to follow her out—though it probably hadn’t been aware of doing so given her invisibility. A veritable flamethrower doused the upper doorway, blocking its advance.

That got her heart beating. Three steps slower and she would have caught a face full of fire. As it was, she bet that some of her hair wound up singed. Still, she had made it outside.

And she couldn’t help but frown as she watched two men drag their burned comrade away from the church’s opening. A pair of hooded people stood on either side of the doorway, watching without blinking. One of them had used the flamethrower spell. She considered using the other Immolating Gloves on them before noticing a group of five standing well away, deep in discussion. Or argument.

Alyssa edged closer, leaning in to listen.

The current speaker was a larger man with a full beard. He was one of the few people here who didn’t have a hood on, though his cloak did have one. “The who doesn’t matter. It is clear that we have a traitor. Debating that is meaningless. We must contain this outbreak if we wish to have any hope of surviving until help arrives. If that means destroying the entire basilica, I am willing to do that.”

“Destroy the basilica?” another one said, taking a step away from the larger man. “The only reason our position has remained intact is because of the basilica’s Holy Cross.”

“Its protections work on outside threats, but they clearly do not work when one of our own is acting against us.”

“It will work on the monsters. If we allow them out, the Holy Cross will subdue them as it has every other monster that has ventured close.”

“Yet it leaves them unharmed while inside the basilica and…” He trailed off, looking toward the man who had so recently been aflame. The man still had yet to get up and move under his own power. Both of those who had dragged him off were kneeling at his sides, though it didn’t look like they knew what to do about his injuries. They must not have that bee medicine that Tzheitza had used for Alyssa’s burns. “It is clearly doing nothing for us.”

“Indeed,” a third spoke up, this one wearing a hood. “Between this incident and the inaccuracies in Liadri’s visions, I wonder if we aren’t forsaken.” His voice sounded familiar. It took Alyssa a moment to place it, but she was almost certain that it was the same man who had been criticizing Liadri earlier. With all the hoods, actually recognizing anyone by facial features and hairstyle was nearly impossible.

And the second man gasped at his words. “You… You…” He took a deep breath, sighing it out while clenching his fingers together. “Talk like that is what will see us forsaken. Doubting our faith. Have you forgotten the tenets?”

“Have you? Self-sufficiency is key to a healthy body, mind, and soul. Cowering and hiding, expecting the unnatural twists of magic to save us instead of using it as a tool and nothing more? We have become too reliant on Liadri’s visions, on the life-giving waters of the Struck Stone, on the placating nature of the Golden Censer, and, of course, the protection of the Holy Cross. It should be no wonder why we have been abandoned. And it isn’t my words that have brought us to this point.”

“I agree,” the larger man said, nodding. “Praying for yet another miracle to deliver us from our ails is not how we have been taught. It is a reliance. A crutch we have leaned upon for too long. A miracle should be seen as a wondrous occurrence, not as an expected outcome.”

“So your proposition is to destroy that which we have held in such a high regard, all to kill a few dozen monsters.” A woman spoke this time, tone even as she stared up at the man.

“The basilica is a building of stone and wood, the same as any other. It can be rebuilt. The Golden Censer has obviously failed to keep the monsters placated and you saw what the Struck Stone did to Gawain.” The woman winced at his words, nodding her head. “Even the Holy Cross itself may be corrupted. If that turns against us, we will all be doomed.”

The group fell silent. They did nothing more than stare at one another, thinking over what the large man had said. Alyssa watched from a short distance, wondering what exactly they were going to do. One by one, each turned to look at the fifth member of the group. The only one who had yet to voice an opinion. He wasn’t staring at any of the others. His eyes were locked on the ground as he slowly stroked his long beard.

Alyssa gripped Immolating Gloves, considering using it on him. With the way the others were looking at him, it was clear that he was a leader if not the leader. All were waiting on him to make a decision.

He looked up, staring at the large man, and nodded his head without a word.

“I’ll have the basilica down before you can say Tenebrael’s tits,” he said, turning as he pulled a ring-bound deck of cards from the sleeves of his cloak. “Let’s see how these monsters like a building dropped on their heads.”

Alyssa changed the angle of her card away from the bearded man.

Immolating Gloves.
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                The large man catching fire was just the distraction the shadow assassins needed. They acted far faster than they had when Alyssa used Immolating Gloves on the first man. Three were swinging out the door in an instant. One landed on top of a hooded arcanist, wasting no time in grabbing his neck and twisting to the side. The other two followed suit. Of the four men standing to the sides of the church doors, three died in less than ten seconds.

“Spectral Axe,” the fourth screamed.

Alyssa’s eyes widened as a ghostly weapon materialized in his hands. She had apparently misunderstood just what the spell did, thinking that it would toss a little hatchet. The kind that might be used in a circus side-show.

The pole alone was taller than the man who summoned it. Each end was tipped with a long, curved blade that looked more like the head of a scythe than any axe that Alyssa had ever seen, except the tips of the scythes bent back to the shaft. Maybe more like a halberd. He hefted it up, moving it in a spiral as if it weighed nothing at all. The tip of the blade passed straight through the nearest shadow assassin without resistance, trailing a thick smoke from where the tip had struck the body. The red haze vanished from Alyssa’s sight as the maze-like tattoos covering the shadow assassin’s body appeared out of thin air. Like a puppet with its strings cut, it dropped, collapsing on top of the hooded man it had just killed.

Iosefael moved instantly. Instead of rushing to the body, she placed herself at the apex of the scythe’s arc. The smoke rushed around her feathers the moment the tip touched her wings. Rather than swallow the soul, it coalesced between the palms of her hands, forming into a glassy gemstone the size of a marble.

Unaware of the angel’s presence moving toward his fallen comrades, the scythe wielding man took a step forward. He hadn’t stopped moving the scythe, swinging it about toward the next red haze.

It didn’t make it.

A ball of black fur exploded from the doorway. She collided with him, tackling him to the ground. The scythe vanished as they rolled end over end through the dirt. They tumbled fast enough that Alyssa could barely keep track of them. The hellhound came to a stop on her back, managing to get her legs underneath his arms. Using the strength of her thick thighs, she slammed his horrified face straight into the hard ground.

Alyssa winced as red fountained up between the hellhound’s legs, morbidly wondering just how much of his head was intact under that fur.

The others, monsters and humans, had not been idle. Well, most of them. Of the group of five humans, the large man was trying to put himself out by rolling on the ground. Unlike the first man who had been immolated, no one had yet tossed a bucket of water on him. Three of them were too busy trying to fight off the three remaining shadow assassins.

One of them, the one who had berated the Liadri-criticizer for his lack of faith, was not participating. He didn’t have a scythe out as the bearded man did. He wasn’t flinging fireballs and orange slime balls as the woman was. He wasn’t even trying to fend them off with a sword as the last person in the group was.

The man was on his knees with his hands clasped together. His head was tilted upward, eyes open. For a moment, Alyssa thought that he was staring at Iosefael. But his eyes weren’t tracking the angel—who now had several gemstones in her hands. He was just staring, lips moving in a silent prayer.

A prayer that he never finished.

“Forked Tongue.”

The moment Irulon spoke, the praying man choked. His hand darted to his neck. Blood leaked from between his fingers, down his nose, and from the corners of his lips. He tried to gasp in a breath. Instead, he only managed to collapse face down in the dirt.

Irulon didn’t cast any other spells. She didn’t need to. Her remaining zombies, one human and three goblins, didn’t need to act either, they just stayed at her sides with vacant gazes on their faces. With her hands behind her back and a vicious grin on her face, she watched as one of the shadow assassins dropped down on top of the second scythe wielding man… As the hellhound dashed over, crushing the burning man’s throat with her foot as she kicked out for another of the Society members, sending the woman through the church wall. And the hellhound moved on. The swordsman didn’t stand a chance against her. His blade swiped at an arm, but it didn’t so much as cut the thick fur. Alyssa winced again, glancing away as the hellhound’s paw covered the man’s entire face.

She didn’t need to watch to know what that crunch meant.

A moment of silence fell over the carnage, broken only by the heavy breathing of the hellhound.

“Excellent,” Irulon said, managing to time her words with Iosefael’s collection of the final man’s soul. “I would have preferred that they… had some time to reflect on their poor life choices before their demise, but I cannot argue with the results.”

“She’s not here,” the hellhound growled, looking about the corpses. The flames coming from her eyes were brighter than ever before, reaching high above her head as if they were fiery horns. She was seething now, chest rising and falling with short breaths as she paced back and forth. “The old woman isn’t here.”

Irulon waved a hand vaguely behind her. “There should be more of the Society in that direction. There is a large canyon in the middle of town that people were gathering about. Those we’ve killed here only make up roughly half of them, I’d estimate.” She paused, waiting and watching. After a moment, she did her little hum. “Hm. Not going to charge off to fight a dozen more humans?”

The hellhound let out a low rumbling growl. It was deep enough that Alyssa could feel the reverberations in her chest, even from a dozen paces away. “I like you. But I don’t trust you.”

The ants, elves, and other noncombative monsters started to emerge from the church, looking around as if they weren’t sure it was safe. While the ants’ chittering increased in speed tenfold, the elves seemed to catch on the quickest. All three stopped moving, looking between the hellhound and Irulon. A wave of one of their hands brought the situation to the ants’ attention, making them fall silent.

On the other hand, the trolls lumbered right past. Either they failed to notice the tense hound or they didn’t care as they ran as fast as their large bodies could take them. Alyssa wasn’t sure where they thought they were headed. Maybe they instinctively knew their way home. Maybe they just wanted to get away as fast as possible. They were headed in the opposite direction from the large gouge, but that could easily be coincidence.

Neither the princess nor the hellhound took any notice of their departure. Irulon merely waited for them to pass by before speaking in a casual tone of voice. “What does trust have to do with you killing people you already wanted to kill?”

The shadow assassins were moving about as well. Two moved around, standing as if to flank the hellhound. One crawled up the side of the church, just behind Irulon. If it decided to attack, it would be in the perfect spot to jump down on her. Irulon took no notice of them, keeping her eyes on the hellhound. A card appeared in her hand. Alyssa didn’t know if it was actual magic doing that or just really good sleight of hand. It was curved against her palm, cupped so that the shadow assassin on the church wall wouldn’t be able to see. In fact, none of the monsters could see it from where they were. Only Alyssa.

A signal? Just for her?

Alyssa pulled out several Spectral Chains cards, preparing them for use if necessary. She didn’t want to kill the monsters, but she was done hesitating. If they weren’t going to play nice, then she wasn’t either. Spectral Chains wasn’t lethal, but it was her best bet for neutralizing the four most dangerous creatures in the area. It didn’t need to be lethal anyway. If they did attack, Irulon would surely turn them into more… toys. Assuming she didn’t kill them outright.

“If I wanted to kill you, I wouldn’t have let you out of your cages. Assuming my calculations are correct—and they are—the first spell I cast on the fairy cage will eat its way through the building enough to destroy it and anything inside before the magic wears off. Anything that doesn’t escape quickly when Fractal Lock stops containing it will meet the same fate. If you think I needed you to kill these humans, don’t. You could not be more wrong.”

“You freed us out of the goodness of your heart?” the hellhound said with a scoff.

“If that is how you wish to see it. I am no enemy to monsters.”

The hellhound opened her mouth to respond, but Irulon produced a sharp whistle. The sudden noise first made the hellhound take a step back. That only lasted a moment before she leaned forward, fur bristling.

Alyssa almost cast her spells. Only a subtle wave from Irulon stopped her from chaining up every monster not watching from the church’s doorway. A second after she made the motion, the ground shook.

Two draken fell from above, landing on either side of Irulon. The princess didn’t so much as flinch as Musca prowled about her, gnashing its teeth in the direction of the lone shadow assassin. Izsha crept closer to the hellhound without a hint of fear, pulling the same stunt that it had done when Alyssa had first met it. It put its sharp teeth right up next to the flaming eyes of the hound before snorting, rustling the black hair.

“Meet Musca and Izsha. They are… like family, I suppose one might say. Musca, Izsha, this is… I never got your name, hellhound. You do have a name to give, I presume.”

“Draken?”

The corner of Irulon’s mouth quirked. “Your name is… Draken. Well, isn’t this awkward.”

Apparently not in the mood for games, the hellhound did not play further into Irulon’s antics. “What are draken doing here?” She seemed genuinely surprised. Not afraid—it was almost playful how she used her large paws to push Izsha’s snout away from her face—just shocked that dinosaurs were roaming the world.

Or this section of the world, anyway.

“They are here because I asked that they accompany me,” Irulon said, stroking Musca’s scales with her empty hand. “Now, are you finished with this foolishness, nameless hound? We have more humans to kill.”

The hellhound held out a hand to Izsha. At receiving no backlash, she moved forward and started patting Izsha on the head. Her smile started small, but seemed to increase with each pat. It was similar to how Irulon was stroking Musca, except each pat knocked Izsha’s head down a few inches, forcing the draken to correct between pats. Alyssa might be projecting, but she was fairly certain that Izsha was not actually enjoying the affection and merely tolerating it.

“These two follow you of their own free will?”

“I am no fairy, if that is what you are insinuating.”

Smile vanishing, the eye flames flared as the hellhound looked over to Irulon. She didn’t say a word, choosing just to stare. After a moment, Alyssa picked up on a low grinding coming from the back of the hellhound’s throat, slowly rising in volume. “Grrraaalright! Where’s the old woman! I want to at least tear her throat out before you stab me in the back.” Despite her words, she gave Izsha another few pats before stalking off toward the direction Irulon had indicated only a moment ago. The two shadow assassins that had been flanking her followed without a sound… or rather, they led the way, dashing in front of the hellhound after only a few steps and using their muscular arms to climb up buildings in the way.

“The rest of you,” Irulon said, turning to the elves and ants standing in the doorway, “I wasn’t expecting much from in the first place. I confess some disappointment toward the trolls for their early departure, but nothing to be helped there. You all are free to go. If you find any other humans on your way out, feel free to exterminate them.”

The ants were the first to move. After a brief chittering session among themselves, they started walking away. They couldn’t move fast with their injured member. Not unless they were willing to leave it behind, which they clearly weren’t. It had Alyssa frowning, wondering if they would even make it back to the hive. The one they had passed while looking for Oxart was quite a way back on draken. On foot? It would be hours at least.

And, of course, there could still be more of the Society outside the little village. Maybe even a few more watching the ant hive from a different angle or some people that they had sent out to find the missing group.

The lizard people seemed to follow them, so maybe the ants would make it with their protection. Though they hadn’t seemed nearly so bloodthirsty as the other lizard Alyssa had met.

At least they had a home relatively nearby. Alyssa wasn’t exactly sure where elves lived, but Enrique had headed away from the desert after being freed. She had been chasing after Rizk, true, but still… Earth fantasy told her that elves lived in forests and along rivers. Deserts? Never. Which probably explained why the elves did not rush off. They had been freed from their cages, but they did not look even a fraction as happy as Enrique had.

Irulon didn’t show any sign of caring. She turned her back to the elves and looked almost right at Alyssa. It wasn’t quite right, but was close enough. “Excellent job… Are you alright?”

Alyssa hesitated, not quite sure that she wanted to drop the safety of Empty Mirror. There were no humans in sight nor the red haze of the shadow assassins. The trolls were gone and the ants were nowhere nearby. Unless the hellhound came rushing back, it should be relatively safe with only the elves here. Though none of the elves were as injured as the one ant, none were in much of a shape to fight either. It should be safe, but she still hesitated.

What if someone else around was also using Empty Mirror. Or what if Adrael had gifted them something even better than that. Iosefael had disabled all active angelic spells in the area, but did that include anything that might have been dormant?

Speaking of the angel, she wasn’t even paying attention to the goings on. All of Iosefael’s focus was locked onto the gems in her hands. One by one, they floated in front of her face, giving her an opportunity to inspect the crystalline structure before it floated to her other hand. She looked over each of them with a reverence deserved by something called a soul. At least, more reverence than Tenebrael had as she wolfed them down like cheap fast food.

With the lack of danger and not even the angel paying attention to her, Alyssa dropped Empty Mirror. The shards of glass keeping her segregated from the world winked out of existence. A slight muffle of the sound vanished as well, only noticeable because of the way one elf gasped. His voice started with a fuzzy mumble, sharpening as the shards went away.

Having been the only one of the three who had faced her direction when the invisibility wore off, he was the first to react. Alyssa tensed up, fingers on her pistol tightening.

But the elf didn’t attack. He grabbed one of his friends by the shoulder and pulled him back into the church. The third quickly joined them, sparing only a moment to glance in her direction.

Alyssa felt a little bad for startling them, but was more glad that she wouldn’t have to get into a fight. It was bad enough that they had killed the goblins despite them being first to attack. If Irulon had explained the situation a little better… but maybe it wouldn’t have mattered anyway. They still didn’t seem all that intelligent.

“Alyssa? Are you alright?”

“Yeah,” she eventually said with a sigh. “It’s just… I’ve hardly done anything aside from casting a few spells and walking around. No spells have flown my way, no swords have disemboweled me, no monsters from the worst horror movie have tried to eat me… But I still feel exhausted. Can we… are we done here? Surely the hellhound and the shadow assassins can handle whatever is left here.” Poor Kasita still hadn’t popped back up yet. Alyssa ran her fingers over the outside of her satchel, feeling the hard stone that was probably the mimic. If she had to choose, Alyssa would much much rather leave and check on Kasita than go kill another dozen humans.

“Hm. Mental fatigue. It should pass. However, leaving now would be highly irresponsible. As I said, plans change. With the unexpected distraction of the monsters, now is an optimal time to kill everyone. And while the monsters may be able to handle the humans, leaving this infrastructure intact for a second team to take up the fairy controlling project is a foolish idea.”

“I thought you said that your Fractal spell was going to take down the whole church. And the censer is gone, they won’t be controlling any fairies now.”

“The spell will work as I said it would. It will not encompass the entire military compound here. And we cannot assume that this censer is the only one. Not unless our angel can detect them across the entire world. Even then, their angel could provide them with another. Best to destroy as much as possible to delay any further assaults. When my father returns from Pandora, we can plan for more… permanent solutions to the problem. Luckily, I have a temporary solution… mostly.” Irulon turned her hand, showing off the card she had palmed earlier.

It wasn’t complete, clearly. Much of the angelic text was missing. But the design stood out, clear as day. One she recognized easily.

“I’m not using Annihilator while the monsters are still in the town.”

“Lucky for you, half of them are already gone. As for the rest… Elves!” Irulon shouted, looking back toward the church’s entrance. “If you aren’t gone in fifteen minutes, you will be dead.”

Alyssa watched. Waited. And started frowning. “They aren’t moving.”

Irulon didn’t seem bothered, shrugging. “Well, we don’t have to destroy the church anyway. Its fate is already sealed. All it needs is for the stasis to wear off.”

“The hellhound? The shad—”

Iosefael’s wings spread wide. “Adrael!” she shouted, slipping an arm behind her back. The gems vanished into her feathered wings as she took off. With a single flap of her wings, she disappeared toward the gouge fast enough that she looked like a beam of light.

Alyssa didn’t waste any time. Cutting her conversation with Irulon short, she pulled out her phone and dialed the only number that worked. The angelic runes appeared on her screen for only an instant before the phone screen flickered.

Letters and characters—angelic runes, English letters, Roman numerals, Chinese? Arabic? More and more flooded from the top of her screen to the bottom. Alyssa didn’t even think half of them were real languages. Tapping the screen did nothing. Neither did any buttons. This hadn’t happened the last time she tried to call Tenebrael. Interference from Adrael? Iosefael?

Ugh. “Adrael’s here,” Alyssa said, not sure at all what to think about her phone. “Iosefael just ran off toward the gouge. I’d imagine that she is trying to protect the remaining humans.”

“Hm. Perhaps we should leave. Or…”
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                “Why are we not leaving?”

Alyssa could barely understand what was happening. One moment, she had been standing around completely ready to leave. Now, she was on Izsha’s back as they charged toward the gouge with Irulon and Musca only a few steps ahead. Flashes of bright light illuminated the sky like lightning bolts. Did they come from the angels? Or the humans fighting the monsters?

She supposed they would find out soon enough. Izsha was tearing through the streets, moving as fast as its powerful legs could carry them.

“Of course we aren’t leaving. Ready your trinket. Capture as much as possible.”

“You want me to record the angels fighting?”

“I always admire how fast you catch on to things. Yes! I want you to record everything. This is an event featuring two beings beyond all save one. I wish I could witness it for myself, but I cannot. You must preserve this once in a lifetime experience within your trinket so that I can view it later.”

Once in a lifetime except for the other week when Tenebrael had been fighting Iosefael. But still… “Is it really a good idea to get closer? Iosefael wound up destroying half a city block in Lyria after Tenebrael slapped her around.”

“They cannot harm humans. We will be fine.”

The angels were the ones claiming that they couldn’t harm humans… but Alyssa wasn’t sure that she wanted to put her life in the trust of that statement. Especially when that clearly wasn’t completely true. Tenebrael had worried that the Astral Authority would destroy her and this planet. That seemed harmful toward most things living on it. It was more likely that the angels simply had differing definitions on just what constituted harm. Like what Iosefael had been saying about ensuring the soul’s safety while disregarding care for the body.

There was little to no difference in Alyssa’s mind.

The only reason Alyssa hadn’t jumped off Izsha’s back and run away, aside from the fact that she worried about breaking her neck falling from such a height, was because Irulon was somewhat correct. The angels would be fighting. That meant spells. Or miracles, or whatever terminology they wanted to use. The more examples of that, the more likely Irulon might be able to figure something out. Would they ever be able to use angelic magic? Maybe not. But perhaps some diluted form of it could be workable. After all, Irulon had said that the spell Adrael used was overly complex for what it had accomplished.

Unfortunately, angels who probably couldn’t harm humans weren’t all they were heading toward. “What about the Society of the Burning Shadow? And the monsters!” Irulon might be safe enough, even if that hellhound had argued with her twice so far. But that was just because they would recognize her. Alyssa had been invisible the whole time. Only the elves had seen her. They were still hiding in the church. Unless they had telepathy, they wouldn’t have been able to tell the other monsters anything.

“Don’t worry about them,” Irulon called back, trusting Musca to carry her safely as she focused on pulling several cards from her spell tome. “I’ll keep them away from you. Just focus on the angels.”

It sounded like a simple task, but Alyssa wasn’t sure how easy it would be. When Iosefael and Tenebrael had fought, half the time they were nothing more than flashes of light streaking through the sky. The only reason Alyssa had managed to catch up to them to defuse the situation had been because they decided to sit around talking. If these two just fought, or even if they decided not to stick around in the immediate area, keeping them on screen would be impossible.

In fact… Alyssa frowned, pulling out her phone. The flowing text had stopped. Her screen was completely blank. Tapping the button did nothing. Holding it down, however, played the startup noise. The phone went through the whole startup sequence before dumping her at the password entry screen. At least it worked.

For a moment, she considered trying to call Tenebrael again. If it forced her phone to reset again, it probably wasn’t a good idea. She would try again should Adrael disappear.

Speaking of the angel, Izsha rounded the corner of a building. The hellhound came into view just in time to see her toss a human off the edge of the gouge. Hooded as all the others were, Alyssa couldn’t see his face. His arms flailed about in a panic as he flew through the air.

But he didn’t fall.

Adrael hovered above the gouge with her white wings spread to their fullest. She clasped her hands together then immediately spread them wide, leaving a trail of lines and characters in the wake of her fingers. The man crashed into them. Despite the lines being nothing more than light clinging to nothing similar to a sparkler being swept through the air, they wrapped around him, forming a wing-like structure that slowed his descent into the pit. He still fell in. But he would survive the ten story drop to the bottom.

Whether he could get back out was another question entirely.

Alyssa barely managed to snap a picture of it before the spell was out of view. It wasn’t even a good picture, probably, but it was something. She quickly switched to video mode before she could miss anything else.

Anything like Iosefael’s sword and spear appearing in her hands. With a shout like a crack of lighting, “Adrael!” Iosefael dashed forward in a burst of golden light.

She had shouted before attacking Tenebrael as well. Both times, that shout gave her opponents plenty of time to react. Was it some honor issue? If she wanted to attack someone, she should just do it without alerting them to her presence. Foolish.

With the time she got from the warning, Adrael extended her arms. Alyssa focused the camera in. Tenebrael had done something to reflect Iosefael’s first attack, some spell. But… the angel didn’t form up a magical shield. Well, she did. But not in the same way that Tenebrael had done so. Where Tenebrael used a spell to deflect Iosefael’s initial attack, Adrael conjured up a shield made of a single rounded ruby.

Iosefael’s spear glanced off. She was still moving with enough speed that she crashed straight into the shield, but Adrael barely budged.

Adrael’s empty hand swung about around the shield. It didn’t connect with Iosefael, but the golden-winged angel left a smoky trail in the air as she careened to the ground. Another ruby formed just in front of Adrael’s hand. It was a sphere the size of her fist, held in the air by a slender golden staff that speared straight through the orb.

With narrowed eyes, Adrael lowered her arms. The staff, as tall as she was, appeared to rest against the floor… despite there being no floor where she floated in the air.

“Principality. You are interfering with an Archangel in the course of her duties. Desist and offer explanation for your actions.”

“I’m interfering? You—”

Alyssa dropped her phone as she rushed to grab on to Izsha. The draken abruptly stopped before lurching to one side. She didn’t see what the draken saw, but she felt the heat.

“Are the one interfering,” Iosefael said without pause. The princess might miss this bit if the phone wasn’t still recording, so it was important to remember. “You just saved that human! You interceded in a conflict between mortals! You can’t do that!”

At the same time, paying attention wasn’t the easiest when Izsha jerked her this way and that. Alyssa couldn’t blame Izsha. The draken was doing its best to keep her safe from the plethora of spells. Why were there even spells flying about in the first place? The princess said not to worry, but Alyssa was way beyond that point. Where were the monsters? “Irulon,” Alyssa shouted. The angels crashed into each other again, sending a boom of thunder over the little town. But, as only Alyssa could hear the angels, her words shouldn’t be drowned out. “I thought I didn’t have to worry about—”

Izsha, changing directions yet again to charge down between two buildings, ran straight into a net of glowing lines and angelic runes. The same as what had wrapped around the man who had been tossed into the gouge. The draken got tangled up instantly.

Alyssa did not.

She fell forward, passing straight through the glowing net to meet hot dirt. For a moment, Alyssa didn’t move. How had things wound up like this? Who could she blame? The monsters. Irulon. Tenebrael. Iosefael. Adrael. The Society of the Burning Shadow, of course. She supposed that she wasn’t entirely blameless, but she preferred pointing a finger at others at times like this. “I think,” Alyssa groaned, more to herself than to Izsha. “I found out what happened to Irulon and the other monsters.”

Standing, she found the draken thoroughly stuck. The net was less of a net and more of a spider web. A magical spider web that her currently least favorite angel had set up.

Alyssa glanced up as a red streak of light crashed into a golden-white one. Even with her phone back in hand, there wasn’t much point in recording them when they were like this. A more important question would be regarding the nets. Had she set it up while fighting? Or had it been beforehand? Alyssa had no proof, but she assumed that it was the angel sending Liadri the visions. Therefore: It was possible for a precognitive to set up something like this in advance.

There was also the possibility that Adrael had an accomplice. Until Alyssa saw decent evidence of that, she would guess against that idea.

A low whine from a certain dinosaur brought her attention back to the ground. “Don’t worry, Izsha. I’m going to get you out, then we’re going to find Irulon and get her out of whatever trouble she’s found herself in, then… free the other monsters? Fight an angel? Maybe scratch that last one and just run away. The angel is probably faste—” A second whine cut her off. “Right. Sorry. Just… delaying because I really have no idea how to get you out of this.”

The net wasn’t actually touching the walls. It wasn’t like Izsha had turned down a narrow city alley. The two buildings were far enough apart that a whole modern house would fit between them. So she wouldn’t be able to destroy parts of the buildings to get the net off Izsha. And Izsha wasn’t tangled up either. Parts of the light passed through Izsha while other parts looked stuck to her.

Alyssa had passed right through it, completely unhindered. Perhaps if she knew how to read the angelic runes, she could have decided whether it was designed for monsters or if it only worked on one being at a time… She supposed it wouldn’t matter. Reaching out and grabbing it wasn’t going to work if she couldn’t actually grab it.

Except… her fingers closed around the beam of light, filling her with a gentle warmth. Paradoxically, the warmth actually felt cool against the heat of the desert. A sudden clenching in her stomach had her worried that her hand would be stuck to it as Izsha was, but nothing hindered her from pulling away. “Alright,” Alyssa said with half a shrug. Irulon wasn’t nearby to explain magic to her so she didn’t care much about the how behind spell mechanics. Only that she could physically interact with it. “Let’s get this off you, shall we? Try not to thrash too much.”

Alyssa grabbed hold of one of the smaller fibers as a test. Theoretically, the net shouldn’t be able to harm Izsha without Adrael breaking her angelic rules. But she probably hadn’t counted on someone who broke the rules coming along to ruin her plans. Still, given how it was sticking to the scales, the spell probably wouldn’t do anything too terrible. More worrying were the parts that passed through Izsha. One went right through the draken’s neck. If she carelessly tugged at it, Izsha might wind up nearly headless.

One thing at a time.

Alyssa pulled.

The warmth in her hands exploded into a heat running up her arms. She almost let go, but a flickering in the corner of her eye made her continue tugging at it. The furthest edges were pulling away from their former spots. It was working. The spell’s edges were fraying, shrinking, receding down toward her hands. It wasn’t actually moving away from Izsha. The bit of net that Alyssa had grabbed was still pressed right up against the draken’s arm.

As the outer edges shrank toward Alyssa, Izsha did wind up freed. First loose was the tail, then the legs. One beam of light that pierced her backside vanished without leaving a mark, which only served to increase Alyssa’s enthusiasm.

Though the warmth was quickly turning to a heat. It spread well beyond her arms, flooding into her chest. Not burning, but still hot. Alyssa felt flushed, like she was coming down with a fever.

But she continued. Izsha was almost free. Only the beams of light around its face remained, and they were quickly being drawn in.

When the last of the light vanished, so too did everything that Alyssa had been holding on to. She fell back without that resistance and landed on her backside. Izsha actually stumbled back as well. Not quite to the ground as Alyssa had, but the draken had clearly been pulling back.

Compared to her first fall off Izsha, she barely felt it. Still, she rubbed her hips as she got back to her feet.

“You alright?”

Izsha did not respond verbally. Which was expected, unless that net spell had somehow reformed the draken’s mouth and vocal cords. Instead of talking, Izsha walked a little closer and gave Alyssa a little nudge with its muzzle. Alyssa considered it a testament to how much she now trusted the draken that she didn’t flinch away despite those sharp teeth being shoved in her face once again.

Alyssa jumped back, letting out a slight shriek at feeling something damp and slightly sticky slapping against her cheek. She just about pulled out her pistol before realizing just what had touched her.

The stupid lizard stood in front of her, looking at her with its tongue hanging out between two of its sharp teeth.

Instead of going for her pistol, Alyssa pressed a hand to her chest, trying to still her hammering heart. It took a deep breath and a hefty glare, but she eventually smiled.

“I’m glad. Let’s find Irulon,” Alyssa said as she slipped her foot into the stirrup. “I hope she managed to find a way out on her own. I don’t really want to try destroying another one of those nets.” Her hands still felt like she was holding them over a campfire. The rest of her wasn’t much better. “That goes for you too, Izsha. Try not to jump into another one.”

The draken whined again. An acknowledgment? An apology? Alyssa didn’t speak raptor. It was entirely possible that Izsha hadn’t been able to see what she had been trapped in at all, given the spell’s angelic origins.

“I’ll try to keep a look out for you.”

Which reminds me, where have those angels gotten to? Alyssa threw a quick glance around as Izsha started moving—much slower this time than when they first had been charging toward the gouge—but didn’t see any winged creatures leaving streaks of light through the sky. Had they moved farther away? Or dropped to the ground to monologue about their motivations? Pulling her phone out to test, Alyssa tried Tenebrael’s number once again.

And, once again, her phone freaked out. A hundred languages fell from the top of her screen toward the bottom. She didn’t even try to fix it, immediately slipping it into her pocket in the hopes that it would go back to normal like it did last time.

When the gouge came back into view, Alyssa pulled out her pistol. The only three hooded men she could see were too far away to hit with anything but the luckiest of shots, but she still wanted to be prepared. One of the shadow assassins wound up caught in another of those nets. It hung from the roof, struggling enough to prove that it was alive, but not enough to escape.

Izsha didn’t get close enough to them to attack. They only moved close enough to get around the next building.

Another of those magic nets was strung up between buildings. A few flies had been caught in its web… though Alyssa vowed to never call Irulon a fly to her face. Something told her it wouldn’t turn out well. Musca too, for that matter.

Alyssa almost shouted out a greeting.

Seeing two hooded figures on the opposite side of the netting stopped her cold. Without hesitating, she raised her pistol and pulled the trigger three times.

The man standing just to the side of Musca dropped his spell cards, clutching at his neck. Blood leaked from between his fingers as he collapsed to the ground.

Alyssa didn’t watch him more than the time it took to confirm that at least one bullet had hit. She whipped her pistol toward the other man…

But didn’t fire. The first man had been standing far enough to the side to give her a clear shot. This one… Musca might be able to take a bullet to its hide, but Alyssa didn’t know for certain. It was too risky.

Heart hammering, she leaned in to Izsha. “The net extends to the tip of Musca’s tail! Go around!”

The stalled draken didn’t need any additional instructions, charging around the netting.

“Pro-Projectile Reflection!”

Alyssa ground her teeth at hearing those hated words, but she didn’t hesitate to toss her gun aside. It was worthless anyway. Her index finger found the metal ring that bound her spell deck together. She already had a spell in mind.

But it would be too slow.

Izsha put some extra space between them and the netting, ensuring that there wouldn’t be a repeat of the last net incident. That made the route take longer.

And the man already had another spell card in hand. His mouth opened, meeting Alyssa’s eyes as she rounded the net on Izsha. “Void Do—”

He stopped. His eyes widened beneath his hood, but his voice stopped in place.

Alyssa didn’t know whether he choked on a bit of spit or what, but she wasn’t about to waste the opportunity.

Spectral Axe.

The ghostly pole of the long scythe appeared in her hands. The blade hadn’t even finished forming before she jousted it through the man’s chest. He went limp as a thick smoke exploded from his back.

But Izsha didn’t stop. Two more steps forward. Wide mouth opened. Sharp teeth clamped down.

If he hadn’t been dead already, Izsha decapitating him definitely worked.

Adrenaline still flowing at full force, Alyssa looked away from Irulon to ensure that no one else was standing around, waiting to be killed. This section of the town seemed deserted, thankfully.

“Ex-Exquisite timing, Alyssa.” Irulon’s voice sounded shakier than normal. Good. The princess needed a little fear in her. The gaunt clearly hadn’t been enough. “Your delay was due to being stuck in a similar spell, I presume. By your presence here, I assume that you found a way out. As much as I loathe to request assistance with a problem that I could easily work my way out of, expediting my freedom might be for… the… best…”

Alyssa looked over to the princess. It was clear to see what had happened. Musca was in a nearly identical position when compared to how Izsha had been trapped in the net. Irulon was right where Alyssa would have passed through. Except, here, the princess had almost her full body stuck either in or on the net. She couldn’t even turn her head all that well. And she was definitely trying to do so. Black and white eyes wide as dinner-plates, she was trying her best to turn to face Alyssa fully.

“I don’t know that you would be able to get out on your own,” Alyssa said as she slid out of Izsha’s saddle. “These spells are almost certainly Adrael’s doing.” Which means… Instead of going forward with removing the spell as she had intended, Alyssa took a few steps back. Pulling out her phone and finding it back to normal, Alyssa quickly took a picture of the spell. It was an example of angelic magic. Maybe it was nothing, but maybe it would be the key Irulon needed to unravel angelic magic. Picture safely stored in her phone, she moved close again and grabbed hold of the netting.

It didn’t feel quite as warm as the other one. Maybe that was because she was already hot. Regardless of the possibly imaginary temperature, the spell did start fraying at the edges once she started pulling at it.

Her efforts stopped instantly as Irulon gasped.

Alyssa spun on her heel, half expecting another assailant. But no one was there. No one new, anyway. Grimacing, Alyssa turned away from Izsha’s impromptu meal. “What is it?” she said, trying to distract herself before she lost her lunch. “Was it hurting you? Sorry. It didn’t seem to hurt Izsha, so I just assumed—”

“N-No. It didn’t… hurt…” Irulon had sounded nervous before. Now?

“If it isn’t hurting, then don’t make startling noises,” Alyssa grumbled as she grabbed hold of the net once again. With a grunt, she wrenched it away as hard as she could. Her hands didn’t physically budge, but it seemed to do the trick. The edges of the net pulled inward thrice as fast as Izsha’s net.

Irulon dropped out of the air, landing with an oof on Musca. The dinosaur whipped around, not wasting any time to jump around Alyssa and… and whatever. Alyssa did not turn around to find out what those noises were. But it further knocked Irulon to the ground.

Throughout her fall, the princess didn’t blink once. Her eyes stayed locked on to Alyssa. Not even when Alyssa offered a helping hand did her eyes stray.

“Are you alright? What are you doing? There are still a dozen people who want to kill us roaming around. Get up!”

“Your… eyes. They’re glowing.”

“I don’t care—” Alyssa blinked. “They’re what?”

“Glowing. Bright. White. Familiar.”

“Familiar?” After a second confused blink, Alyssa’s hand dove into her pocket to retrieve her phone. She switched to the selfie camera in an instant.

And stared.

She was… mostly normal. Her hair and face were caked in enough dirt for a garden, but she was relatively certain that everything was as it should be. Everything that wasn’t her eyes. Those… she scowled at. That scowl turned to a deep glower the longer she stared.

“Why do my eyes look like Tenebrael’s?”
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                “It doesn’t appear to be fading.”

“Damn. I don’t need glowing eyes. I can’t walk around Lyria looking like this.” Alyssa would either find herself prosecuted for blasphemy, persecuted for monstrous eyes, or maybe revered by the Tenebrael-worshiping masses. And she honestly didn’t know which of the three disturbed her the most. Just thinking about going back to Teneville and talking to Lazhar with Tenebrael’s eyes sent chills down her spine.

Irulon cocked her head to the side before asking one of her few real questions. “That’s what you’re worried about?”

“Look. A lot of weird shit has happened to me since coming to this world. Glowy eyes? Hardly the strangest,” she said, turning away from Irulon. It took a moment to find her pistol lying on the ground. Even before dropping it, it had needed a good cleaning. Now? Firing it before performing maintenance might not be the best of ideas. Alyssa wasn’t worried about it backfiring or exploding in her hands. Pistols were hefty and rugged. It could survive a fair beating. But all the dirt inside the barrel and sliding mechanisms would damage it eventually.

Luckily, she still had another pistol. Plus her revolver, but she was somewhat loath to use that one. It was heavier, had more of a kick to it, only held six bullets, and was far slower to reload. Still, she might not have much choice. There was the hope that Tenebrael would show up and do to the guns what she had done to the phone. But that plan relied on relying on Tenebrael.

Glancing at her phone’s screen once again, Alyssa considered trying the angel’s number. She wasn’t sure if Adrael was blocking her or if something had happened to Tenebrael. It wouldn’t be surprising to find out that Tenebrael had made her contact number a one use only thing. That was just the kind of thing that stupid angel would do.

“Glowing eyes are not unheard of in my world. Several types of monsters possess the trait. Humans… My eyes change when I allow the dragon a window to the world. Certain spells do cause a temporary effect, though nothing quite like what you have. It’s clear that you’ve absorbed something from whatever was keeping me suspended in the air.”

“An angelic spell. It looked like a net. I took a picture,” Alyssa said, tossing her phone to Irulon.

The princess caught it with one hand and stared at the screen. “Hm. Have you come into contact with angelic spell components prior to now?”

That was a question that she couldn’t answer. Obviously, she had been affected by at least one angelic spell or she wouldn’t be on this world. But, until just now, she had never touched the glowing lines that made up Iosefael, Tenebrael, or Adrael’s magic. So… no? Or yes?

“It doesn’t matter,” Alyssa said, shaking her head. “We’re a long way from Lyria. Unless I’m going to spontaneously combust, we can deal with my eyes later. There are more important things around. Like the Society of the Burning Shadow.” As she spoke, she glanced over to the two corpses… neither of which were properly intact anymore. Izsha and Musca had done a number on them.

So far, none of the three angels had popped up to take their souls. Tenebrael had claimed that souls left in the body were subject to extreme trauma if they weren’t collected. She had also said that she didn’t like leaving them alone for too long. Had she really left everything up to Iosefael? And where was that angel anyway? Alyssa could see Tenebrael leaving a soul alone for ten minutes or so despite her words to the contrary. But Iosefael struck her as the far more responsible of the two. Surely she could break away from her fight with Adrael for the two seconds it would take to collect these souls.

In fact, it was perhaps even more surprising that Adrael hadn’t called a temporary truce. These were her followers, after all.

Alyssa pointed a finger toward the smoky ghost of the second man. “Do you see anything here?” While her scythe had disappeared, the separated soul hadn’t. Iosefael hadn’t touched the corpse of the shadow assassin, she had gone after the smoke separated by the scythe. So this man probably wasn’t still connected to his body.

“Should I see something?”

“Some misty smoke. Quite similar to the stuff that came from the censer. I think… I think it is this guy’s soul.” As she spoke, Alyssa walked forward with an arm extended, trying to avoid looking at the ground around the soul—it wasn’t pretty. The soul had a feeling to it. Almost like moving her arm though a bowl of warm jelly. Iosefael had turned the shadow assassin’s soul into a crystal. She hadn’t uttered any words and there hadn’t been any of those angelic spells lighting up around her hands.

A lot of magic seemed to work off intent and nothing more. At least where Alyssa was concerned. So she decided to try.

Crystalize, she thought, focusing on a clear image in her mind of all that smoke shrinking down into a gemstone.

The smoke spiraled around, funneling toward the palm of her hand the moment she had the image locked in her imagination. She tried to snap her hand into a fist, but couldn’t. It was like trying to squeeze a baseball. The smoke swirled around her hand, drawn inward. A howling wind reached her ears, though she couldn’t tell if the howl was a separate noise from the wind.

As soon as the smoke collapsed entirely into her palm, the tension keeping her fingers open vanished. She felt a hard lump in her closed fist. Opening her fingers to get a look, Alyssa frowned.

It wasn’t as pretty as Iosefael’s soul crystals had been. Iosefael’s had looked like something that could be worn as in a royal necklace. Alyssa’s was a lumpy rock. Still, it had worked. That alone was interesting in its own right. “Can you see this?”

“A rock?”

“A soul.”

“A… A what?”

Alyssa tossed it. As with the phone, Irulon caught it with one hand. “A soul.”

The princess held it up to the sky. It was nighttime, so she wasn’t getting sunlight to help see through it. Night vision helped, surely. Her jaw hung open and didn’t close even as Alyssa looked down at the other body.

Experiencing extreme trauma? His body was more intact than the other. Izsha had taken a chunk from his neck. Probably a precautionary measure to ensure that he had actually died. Even in spite of missing half of his neck, Alyssa had definitely been the one to have killed him. She didn’t know him. She didn’t know a single thing about him other than his association to the Society of the Burning Shadow. That probably meant that he wasn’t a good man. But… could she just leave him like this?

Grinding her teeth, Alyssa pulled a spell from her deck. If those stupid angels aren’t going to do their jobs… Spectral Axe.

Alyssa twisted her hand, sweeping the forming scythe’s tip from his groin through his skull. She hadn’t been entirely sure it would work. However, a string of smoke trailed along, following the scythe’s tip until it was completely separated from the body. She didn’t hesitate to stick her hand into the smoke and repeat the crystallization process.

Soon enough, she had a second lump in her hand. Why she had expected it to turn out better than the first, she didn’t know. It definitely hadn’t. If anything, it was worse. Truly, Alyssa didn’t care much—she planned to hand them over to the first angel she saw; she wasn’t qualified to handle them. If Iosefael had wanted nice crystals, she should have shown up to do it herself. If Tenebrael wanted to eat them, she would have to show up first. Adrael… well, maybe Alyssa wouldn’t hand them over to the first angel that she saw. Giving an enemy anything didn’t seem wise.

“Careful where you swing that. It is one of the few spells that cause instant death.”

Blinking, Alyssa’s eyes shifted to the scythe. The… scythe. Ugh. Grimacing, she dismissed it to wherever magic went when it was dismissed.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Just reminded of… ugh.”

“Hm. Maybe it wouldn’t matter. Now I have to wonder if you can shove one of these back into a body. I am having great difficulty believing that this is a soul.”

Alyssa looked back to Irulon, quirking an eyebrow. “You shoved a dragon into your head.”

“With about three months of preparation. You reached out and plucked a soul out of thin air.” Looking to the soul in her hand, then to the body, then up at Alyssa, Irulon smiled one of her less-than-genuine smiles. It quivered at the edges of her lips and did not reach her eyes, like she wasn’t sure about what she was doing. “Between this and your eyes…”

“If you start kneeling in front of me, I’m going to kick you in the face. Fair warning.”

“You shouldn’t be so quick to dismiss potential sycophants, they can prove useful in any number of situations—not that I have any intention of becoming one. You’ve far to go before you become something I would consider worthy of idolization.”

“Thanks? I guess?”

“Mhm.” Irulon took one last look at the soul rock before clamping her hand around it. Moving said hand to her waist, she slipped it into her satchel, whistling at the same time. Musca trotted over, hardly stopping as Irulon hopped onto its back. “Since the angels aren’t around, I suppose we may as well leave. Unless you are planning on dragging me off to save the other monsters? They are undoubtedly in trouble as we were… if they haven’t already been killed.”

Alyssa used the short time it took to get into Izsha’s saddle to think—the draken did, thankfully, come to a complete stop to pick her up. Her first instinct was just to leave straight away. This place was destroyed enough as it was. When the fairies came out of stasis and the Fractal magic tore apart the church, that destruction would only increase.

But Irulon was right. The hellhound and shadow assassins were in trouble. Zero percent chance that they weren’t. They probably got caught in the same angelic nets. Would the elves, trolls, and the others also be stuck? They hadn’t gone to attack the humans. Adrael might have tied them up all the same.

Alyssa rubbed her fingers over her pocket again, wondering what Kasita might have said on the matter. She hadn’t hesitated to kill the shadow assassins in the city. But a lot of that had been life or death. Here and now? She would probably want to save them. Or the hellhound, at the very least. How long was that soul separation mist supposed to last, anyway? She couldn’t have been exposed to it for any significant length of time. Especially not when compared to the other monsters down in that prison. Alyssa couldn’t even ask Iosefael what was wrong with her.

Though maybe that was for the best. If Iosefael came back, Adrael might as well. The latter without the former was even worse. No, Alyssa thought. Best if all the angels stay far away. The only one she wouldn’t mind would be Tenebrael. Which was a weird thought.

She shook the thought from her mind as Irulon spoke again.

“Saving the monsters it is,” she said, slightly exasperated. Irulon flipped open her tome and pulled a few spells. “Do warn me if there is some trap I couldn’t possibly know about. Musca, Izsha. Find the nearest shadow assassin or hellhound. Living ones, preferably.”

Alyssa didn’t even get a single word out before both draken were charging toward the gouge. They sped straight past the one shadow assassin hanging from a roof that Alyssa had spotted earlier. Considering that it was visible now, that didn’t bode well. She thought for a moment about directing Izsha back to it, just to salvage its soul, but decided against it in the end. That would take time. Best to save those that could still be saved rather than worry over the ones that might or might not still have their souls decaying inside their decaying bodies.

Perhaps on the way out, she would test by sweeping a Spectral Axe through the bodies. There would be enough spells, hopefully. Alyssa cringed as she realized that she had forgotten to grab the cards from the two men that she had killed. Replenishing her Immolating Gloves would have been nice. Extra Spectral Chains couldn’t hurt either.

“Grasping Dead,” Irulon said in a calm voice as she rounded the corner of another building.

Izsha turned just in time for Alyssa to see the ground burst open near the feet of two humans. Skeletal hands jutted out from underneath, clawing at the legs of both. One of them, a woman, fell. But the hands didn’t switch to go after more vital areas. After ripping and tearing her legs beneath her cloak, the hands vanished in a bloody trail. The skeletal hands attacking her partner followed suit, leaving nothing more than red rakes in his skin from his knees down.

“Free the assassin,” Irulon said, moving another spell to aim at the still standing man. “Spectral Axe.”

Musca moved in complete synchronicity with Irulon’s outstretched arm. The draken completely ignored the closer man, moving past him just close enough for Irulon to sweep the scythe through his skull. Of far more interest to the draken was the downed woman. Musca quickly ended her life all on its own.

Izsha stopped a short distance away from them, right next to the shadow assassin.

Reaching out and grabbing hold of the angelic spell was a welcome distraction from the unpleasant crunch of bone. A sound Alyssa hated that she recognized without even needing to look behind her. “This won’t hurt a bit,” Alyssa said to the struggling assassin. She didn’t know if it understood her, but it did stop struggling. “Also,” she added as the spell started heating up her arms, “please don’t kill me. I promise I’m not going to hurt you. And don’t scream either.” Just remembering that these things had that capability was enough to make her shudder.

“They’ve had their vocal instruments removed,” Irulon said from Alyssa’s back. “These two would have otherwise killed themselves.”

“The ones that attacked Lyria could sure scream.”

“I assume that these were either unruly or used for experimentation. Or the ones in the city had been carefully handled only by those trained to resist such effects. Hm. Uncertainty.”

“Does it matter?”

“I suppose not.” Irulon fell silent for a moment before speaking in a louder tone of voice. “Assassin. Leave this place. Return to your hovel or… wherever it is you wish to go. We will handle freeing your surviving kin. Then, we will be destroying this village. You don’t want to be nearby when we do.”

So much for having the monsters handle the rest of the humans, Alyssa thought with a small scowl. It wasn’t really their fault. Were it not for Adrael’s interference, they probably would have killed everyone by now.

Because she was grabbing the spell far to one side of the assassin rather than the center, it wound up freed long before the spell had fully vanished. Its large hand gripped the rough brick that made up the building it had been stuck to. With a soft grunt, it used that one hand to swing fully up to the roof. The red haze making up the assassin vanished over the top, moving far past where Alyssa could see.

“Izsha, Musca!”

The draken didn’t need any further instruction from Irulon. Both charged straight toward the gouge. Feeling butterflies well in her stomach, Alyssa leaned forward and gripped Izsha with both hands. They were getting way too close. A few bits of loose gravel went tumbling down into the still faintly glowing pit.

Too close.

“Grasping Dead,” Irulon said again, clearly trying the same tactic on whatever was ahead of them. Alyssa had no idea what. Humans, presumably. But she had her eyes pinched closed as she leaned as far as she dared in the opposite direction, hoping that Izsha wouldn’t step on a rock that would carry them down to their deaths.

Alyssa grit her teeth and opened her eyes. It was one thing to die in combat—a terrible thing that she intended to avoid at all costs, but still… It was another thing entirely to die because she caught a fireball with her face while keeping her eyes closed. She took one glance around and sighed in relief. The gouge, while extremely long, wasn’t all that wide. With Izsha’s speed, they had probably only been near it for a few seconds.

They were well away, charging toward a sextet of humans, a hellhound, and the last remaining shadow assassin. The latter two were tied up in that angelic net. Grasping Dead had done its work, attacking at the legs of the humans in the area. It proved distracting enough to allow Irulon and Musca to close the distance. The ghastly scythe held out in front of them ran straight through the two closest.

Instead of biting into any of the people, Musca turned. Its tail whipped about. Another pair went flying from the impact. They weren’t dead, but any counterattack from them would be delayed.

Irulon, eyes black and face impassive, merely swept the scythe in a wide arc. She wasn’t near enough to actually hit anyone, but Musca was already moving to correct that.

They didn’t even need Alyssa. Even though she was right here with them, they were going to kill everyone before Alyssa so much as drew her pistol.

Time seemed to slow to a crawl as something glinted in a nonexistent light at the corner of her eyes.

Irulon’s scythe was high in the air, swinging down to strike an older woman in the face. The old woman wasn’t doing anything of note. At least not in the way of defending herself. Her body was flinching back, but her eyes were wide open in surprise. As that scythe drifted closer, Musca’s mouth started opening wide. Bloodstained teeth were aimed at the sole other standing human. A man with a spell already forming on his tongue would never get it off with how close the draken was.

That glint shot forward like a bullet.

Everything started moving at its proper speed. The first thing that Alyssa heard was akin to an explosion. The sound of a firework being launched from a mortar tube. A hefty thump that resounded deep within her chest.

Wind followed. More intense than anything she had felt before. Alyssa squeezed her eyes shut to block it out, moving to grip Izsha tighter at the same time. It didn’t help. Despite her grip remaining steady, she could feel herself falling.

Alyssa screamed out as Izsha landed on her leg. Four hundred pounds of scaled muscle pinned her to the ground. With her free leg, Alyssa kicked at the saddle, trying to get the beast off her. Izsha did move. That only brought a new wave of teeth-clenching pain around her shin.

The dragon hide looked perfect, minus the dirt and dust. But her leg. With Izsha off her, she could clearly see that her leg wasn’t perfectly straight below the knee. Broken. A bad break at that. Gritting her teeth, Alyssa slammed a fist into the dirt at her side, trying to take her mind off the pain.

A low tone welled up from Izsha. The draken stomped off, moving away from Alyssa. She almost shouted at it until she heard someone else screaming. A man.

The Society. They were still around. Fighting.

Gritting her teeth, Alyssa fumbled about for her underarm pistol. The spell cards were gone, lost in the fall. She might be lying on top of them for all she knew. Pistol would have to work. She would just have to hope that none of them had Projectile Reflection active.

Using her arms, she pushed herself to a sitting position and got her first look of the scene.

The humans had clearly been blown back by the wind as well. They had been scattered well away from Alyssa. The angelic bindings kept the hellhound and shadow assassin from moving. Alyssa paid them little mind.

“I-Irulon?” Alyssa called out, voice catching in her throat.

The princess wasn’t moving. Neither was Musca. A single golden spear, topped with a ruby orb, was struck through Irulon’s back and Musca’s neck, pinning them to the ground. Musca’s head was flat on the ground, but Irulon looked like she was still seated properly. The staff piercing both held them in place. Blood dripped down its spiraled shaft, running from Irulon’s stomach down to Musca’s scales.

Alyssa crawled forward, crying out as she accidentally put weight on her left leg. But she didn’t let the pain stop her. She kept moving forward.

Irulon couldn’t be dead. Not yet. She had been skewered by a gaunt. Several times at that. What was one stupid spear compared to the gaunt’s fingers. All Alyssa had to do was get both of them under a Fractal Lock. Then she would have time. Behind the skewered two, Izsha was handling the other humans. One went flying with a twist of the draken’s neck. Izsha was giving her the time she needed to get to Irulon’s spell tome. She didn’t really know what Fractal Lock looked like, but that hardly mattered. Alyssa had cast plenty of spells without knowing what they looked like.

A familiar voice drifted in from the distance, barely loud enough to hear over the thumping blood in Alyssa’s ears. It was a voice full of fear, worry, and incredulity.

“Adrael! What have you done!”

Iosefael. The angel hadn’t swept down to remove Irulon’s soul yet, so clearly she was alive. Alyssa just had to keep moving forward.

“What is needed.”

Alyssa ignored the angels as she crawled. She put a hand on Musca’s scales, using the monster to help push her to Irulon. She grabbed at the tome and earned nothing but clanks for her efforts. It was chained to Irulon’s waist and didn’t come free. But there was a latch. Alyssa had watched the princess equip it in the past. Her shaking fingers took far too long to release it.

But she got it.

Tome in hand, Alyssa crawled a step away. She wouldn’t be able to help if she got stuck inside the effect.

Fractal Lock.

Alyssa sighed, only to freeze as she heard a soft exhale from the monster.

Blood still dripped down the staff’s spiral shaft, running along its grooves as it made its way downward.

The spell hadn’t worked.

Why? Why now? Fractal Lock!

Blood still dripped.

What was wrong? She knew the spell and its effects. She should be able to cast it! Irulon had to have more than just the one Fractal Lock that she had used on the fairies. What was wrong?

Alyssa’s eyes wandered, barely able to think between the pain in her leg and the thumping in her head. The staff? Adrael’s staff? Was it interfering with the magic? Alyssa grit her teeth. Was whatever pressure it might be exerting to keep them from bleeding out worth the lack of stasis?

No.

No it wasn’t.

They were going to die in minutes and Alyssa hadn’t the slightest clue how to save them. Stasis would give her time to think. Maybe time to find a healing potion. Or figure out what kind of spells Irulon’s book contained.

Alyssa climbed onto Musca behind Irulon. She put her back to the princess’ to keep her in place. With one arm over the top of the golden staff, she gripped it with both hands, took a breath, and apologized. “Sorry.”

Musca made a repeated clicking noise as Alyssa yanked. It was almost like a cackle, but it probably wasn’t finding anything funny about the situation.

Irulon said nothing. She didn’t make a noise. Her fingers remained limp. Not a good sign.

And Alyssa still had more staff to pull out.

Moving her hands back to her chest, Alyssa clamped down and extended her arms as far as they would go.

She almost lost her balance as Irulon’s body slumped forward, falling onto Musca. Another half-pull freed the staff. Using it as a crutch, Alyssa stepped away from the two bodies, turned, and tried casting the spell again.

The moment the thought of casting it crossed her mind, the spell took hold. A slight discoloration came over both Musca and Irulon. Blood stopped flowing from the hole in Irulon’s back, freezing in place.

It worked. Alyssa couldn’t help the nervous chuckle. It worked. They were frozen. Safe, if only temporarily.

Behind them, Izsha was cleaning up the last of the humans. Only the old woman didn’t have a growing pool of blood beneath her body. Izsha’s sharp talons turned toward the woman.

And it happened again. Everything slowed to a crawl. Things were still moving—Izsha’s mouth opening, the old woman moving her hands in front of her face as if that would act as a shield, even the impotent thrashing of the hellhound in the corner of Alyssa’s vision—but it all moved so slowly that time might as well have been stopped.

And again, a glint from far off in the horizon entered Alyssa’s vision.

Not again. With only one idea of what might stop what was happening, Alyssa looked to Izsha and cast a spell. Fractal Lock.

Izsha truly froze just in time for a ruby shield to strike its neck. Alyssa barely saw the shield bounce off Izsha’s scales before another blast of wind nearly knocked her off her feet. Only clinging to the golden staff kept her standing upright.

When the wind cleared, Irulon and Musca were still frozen in their spots. Izsha had toppled to its side, but was otherwise intact. And the woman had slid right up against the wall of a building that had lost its roof. Leaning fully against the staff, Alyssa found herself glowering at the confused old woman. What was so special about her that an angel had interfered, attacked mortals to keep her safe? Was this Liadri? Or just some leader of the group that Adrael wanted to protect.

Alyssa couldn’t see the angels in the direction that the armaments had flown from. How far away were they?

Gritting her teeth, Alyssa looked back to the old woman. The latter was slowly regaining her wits, even standing with the building as support. Alyssa felt her blood start to boil, just thinking that this woman might get away. She was clearly confused and probably knew nothing of Adrael, or very little at best. She definitely hadn’t ordered the attacks on Irulon and Izsha. Still, she had been the catalyst.

For a moment, Alyssa considered freeing the hellhound. That monster had already expressed a desire to end an old woman’s life. Two things stopped Alyssa. For one, she didn’t know that the hellhound wouldn’t immediately turn on her. Secondly, Adrael might just interfere again.

But could Adrael interfere with Alyssa? Thinking about it for a second, Alyssa decided that no. Adrael couldn’t. Someone who could pass through and demolish the angelic nets? Probably unheard of. According to those two that she had overheard, Liadri’s predictions had been faulty as of late. Which was very possibly Alyssa’s doing, assuming those predictions came from Adrael. Izsha had been caught in that first net because it had been moving on its own without direction from Alyssa. Had she been paying just a little more attention, it would have been perfectly possible to go around. Unlike Irulon, for instance, who couldn’t perceive the nets and would have always run into them.

Which meant that Adrael, so far away from Alyssa, wouldn’t be able to stop her.

Alyssa raised an arm, holding out the tome of spells toward the woman—who was shuffling away along the building. She didn’t know what spells were in Irulon’s book. She could make guesses based on spells she had seen the princess use in the past. But the tome was thick. Surely there were more.

Surely there were spells that would cause instant death. Just one that didn’t need her to walk closer, or to throw something, or to pull out her pistols. Just one spell that would kill a target.

The moment the thought crossed her mind, Alyssa felt her fingers squeeze inward as the total number of spell cards significantly shrank.

The woman took one more step…

And promptly turned to nothing but red mist. Even her cloak vanished. The wall of the building turned red, as did the ground around her previous spot. The human bodies on the ground received a coat of the paint. Izsha didn’t, neither did Musca and Irulon. The blood slid off them, staining the dirt.

Alyssa just stared at the rapidly thinning wave of red as it approached her. She winced a bit as it hit, but only bothered closing her eyes for a moment. More important matters were at hand.

Turning toward the horizon, Alyssa met the glowing red eyes of the rapidly approaching Archangel Adrael.

The woman… The being looked furious. One hand was hidden behind her ruby shield, but Alyssa could see how her other fist shook and trembled. Her face was twisted, lips parted and teeth clenched together. The muscles in her neck were pulled tight against her skin.

White wings spread fully, the angel stopped high above the carnage.

“You…”
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                “You…”

Alyssa clung to the angel’s staff, using it to keep as much weight off her broken leg as possible. It wasn’t what she wanted to do. She wanted to flop to the ground, clutching her leg. Maybe crawl away from the angel as that old woman had crawled away from Izsha. Nothing in Irulon’s spell tome would harm the angel, not even if she knew exactly what spells it contained. She had little doubt about that. Angels were on another level entirely. The only hope she had was that Spectral Chains would work.

But Alyssa held her ground without flinching.

It was all she could do. If she did crawl away, there would be no one standing between the Fractal Locked Irulon and the angry angel. Fractal Lock might make them impervious to nearly anything, including the angel’s weapons judging by how that shield bounced off Izsha, but a simple Desecrate Spells could tear down the stasis. Adrael surely had that ability, or something equivalent. Adrael wouldn’t even need to do anything else at that point. She had done enough as it was.

Then again, perhaps standing between the angel and her friends would only get them caught in whatever retaliation the angel had in mind. Adrael’s eyes were firmly locked on Alyssa. They hadn’t strayed once toward anyone else present. And why would she look at anyone else? Irulon, Musca, Izsha, the hellhound, the shadow assassin—none of them had killed the old woman who this angel had clearly been trying to protect.

Alyssa had.

Suppressing a groan, Alyssa took her eyes off the angel for a moment, dropping her sight to the horizon. Where is Iosefael? If that angel had been defeated, then Alyssa might truly be in trouble. Spectral Chains hadn’t worked on Tenebrael. Not for any length of time. Iosefael was supposed to be stronger as a Principality than an Archangel, but Tenebrael had said that an Archangel might have more effective power in reality.

And where the hell is Tenebrael?

This was her stupid world. Couldn’t she sense the deaths? Maybe the ones Alyssa had collected wouldn’t register on her death-sense, but no one had come to collect the old woman and the people Izsha had just eaten. Was she too busy with something on Earth? Had she been detained by that Astral Authority she had been so frightened of? Or was she just being lax, expecting Iosefael to handle everything?

Adrael was still approaching. She was slowing, but she would arrive eventually. The time Alyssa had left to decide what to do was rapidly running out.

The angel was the biggest question. What was she going to do? Attack? Angels weren’t supposed to harm mortals, but she sure hadn’t hesitated to skewer Irulon and Musca. And that shield surely would have decapitated Izsha had it not been for Fractal Lock.

“Identify yourself.”

The words resonated. Ripples formed in the pools of blood. Dirt trembled. Even the hellhound at Alyssa’s back whined and the shadow assassin let out a clipped shriek.

Alyssa kept steady. The tremor ran up her leg, but she didn’t fall. She was more confused by the command, having expected either an attack or to be ordered to relinquish the staff. But identifying herself? That was easy. And maybe, just maybe, Tenebrael or Iosefael would come to her rescue if she delayed long enough.

So she promptly ignored the command.

“You’ve been an evil angel, Archangel Adrael. What would the Astral Authority say if they saw the mortal blood dripping from your weapons? The blood staining your hands?”

The angel flinched back as if Alyssa had slapped her across the face.

Which is great, Alyssa thought, clamping her jaw to keep from showing any expression. Turn this around. Make it about the angel. The longer she could go without answering the angel, the more time Tenebrael and Iosefael would have to get their ass in gear and do their jobs.

“And what of you? You have taken the lives of twelve souls today. Some with small bits of metal. Some with those miracles the people of this world have corrupted. All done by your hands alone. We are both lost, but the Astral Authority would cast you to the flames of the Inferno long before I.”

That was Alyssa’s turn to flinch. Right. Angels were real. Demons were as well. Tenebrael hadn’t said to explicitly, but she had implied that there were higher powers on both ends. A god and a devil, presumably. Whether or not they were exactly as the various Earth religions portrayed them didn’t matter, not so long as they got the fundamentals correct. And if a Hell existed…

Death was an inevitability. One possibly quite close by if she kept getting into situations like today’s events. But even if it wasn’t for a thousand years, she couldn’t exactly take back what she had done.

Perhaps it would be better to be eaten by Tenebrael when the time came.

But until then…

“I was already going to Hell. If my actions spare the entire society of ants and the population of Lyria from being forced to kill each other, then I’ll gladly kill a few more. But you’re the one organizing these people. You’re leading them by whispering in Liadri’s ear, aren’t you? Giving them a little Divine Inspiration? Every death they’ve caused because of your whisperings—”

“An Archangel is forced to make decisions that you cannot imagine!” Adrael roared, swinging her empty hand to one side. “This world is on the brink of destruction.” Her hand swept back, grasping the red dress, wrinkling it at the chest. “I am trying to save it. To save the lost souls within. And you…” She glowered, face twisting into a snarl. “You could never understand. No one can, except the Seraphim. And you, insignificant Guardian, are as far from a Seraphim as they come.” Wings spreading fully, she dove, shooting straight down.

Alyssa flinched until she realized that the angel wasn’t aiming for her. She aimed to the side. Adrael’s wings glided over the fallen humans, brushing just the tips against them. Gems formed between her fingers, identical to the manner in which Iosefael had collected souls. One more gem than there were bodies… because the old woman no longer had a proper body. Sweeping the wings through the blood-infused air must have counted for the soul collection.

But Alyssa was more confused with what the angel had said than with the way souls worked if the bodies were gone. “Guardian?” she said, hopping on her good foot twice to turn to face the angel over the top of Irulon’s unmoving form. It took a moment for it to click, and when it did, she couldn’t help the laugh. “Guardian Angel. Ahaha. That’s funny.” Everyone seemed to think that she wasn’t human. Why not an angel too? Was it the glowing eyes? “Well, it’s better than reaper, at least,” she mumbled to herself.

Though reaper definitely fit far better after today’s events.

“There are so few on this world who possess that which is needed to hear my revelations,” Adrael said, actually stroking one of the gems. “So many have been killed. I have taken to more drastic methods of protecting them. With Virtue gone, that number drops to a mere two.”

Virtue. So the old woman wasn’t Liadri? Or was it some codeword that the angel had for her minions? With a name like Virtue, it wasn’t easy to tell.

“What am I supposed to do?” Adrael spoke softly, almost whispering to the crystals in her hand. “I require guidance, but there is no answer. I’m running out of options.” Her voice hardened, growing louder as she looked to Alyssa. “And you… You are the cause of everything turning out wrong. I had thought that Tenebrael learned of my presence, of my designs. But it was you all along, wasn’t it?”

Alyssa didn’t have a chance to answer. The gems in her hand disappeared, floating into her wings. At the same time, Adrael thrust an arm out.

The golden staff lurched. The top leaned toward the outstretched arm. The only reason it didn’t fly out to the angel was Alyssa’s firm grip of the haft. She grunted, wrenching it back to its upright position, managing to keep her balance at the same time.

“I’m using that,” Alyssa ground out.

Adrael’s red eyes flared. “How? You are a lowly Guardian. Not even a proper member of the Third Sphere. Identify yourself so that I may log which angel I am forced to strike from the Eternal Record.”

Alyssa’s stomach clenched. Somehow, she didn’t think she would be able to delay for much longer. Gritting her teeth, she forced a grin. “My dad called me his little angel when I was younger. I don’t think he meant it in the same way that you do. I’m lower than that and proud of it.” There would only be one chance before the angel would retaliate. If the angel thought that she wasn’t a human, that retaliation would probably be instantly lethal to her. Clutching Irulon’s tome to her chest, she thought of the only spell that might show her a path to victory.

Fractal Mirror.

Shards of glass exploded around her, obscuring the angel, Irulon, Musca, Izsha, the hellhound, the buildings, the bodies, and everything else around. Yet each shard formed an image of just those things.

Clutching the staff, Alyssa stared, trying to focus. It wasn’t easy. There were so very many possibilities. Infinite, in fact. The pressure was worse this time. Perhaps due to mental stress, both of having to cast a spell that she hated and of not knowing how the spell actually worked. Was time stopped while she was inside this shield of shards? Would the angel care even if it was? At any moment, the angel could reach an arm through and pull Alyssa’s heart from her chest.

She had to think that it worked. It was the only way this would save her.

The first thing Alyssa noted was the surprise on Adrael’s face. In a vast majority of the infinite shards, the first thing she did was to float back with wide eyes, raising her shield as if to block any immediate attack. From there, things started to change. In several shards, Alyssa did nothing but gain her own look of surprise. Without knowing her thoughts in those possibilities, she could only offer conjecture based on what she thought she might do. She had probably tried to cast spells only for no effects to manifest. She couldn’t say whether that lack of effect came from the angel nullifying the magic or simply because she had tried to cast spells that didn’t exist in Irulon’s tome.

If she got out of this alive, she would definitely be browsing through it, hoping for labels or maybe an index page. Not knowing everything really wasn’t helping.

In the shards where nothing happened—or where nothing useful happened, such as casting the Rank Zero Light spell—the angel struck back. Usually by flinging her shield. Alyssa could only assume that she perished in those events. The shards going dark and shattering helped in narrowing down possibilities. From that point onward, shards kept winking out of existence. Every few instants, a percentage would simply obliterate themselves. There were still an infinite number left, but, somehow, it was a smaller value.

Alyssa could feel herself getting distracted. Grip tightening on the staff, she tried to clear her mind of all the impossibilities associated with this spell. She needed to focus on the results, not the hows and whys.

Filtering the shards, she searched through ones where she actually managed to attack the angel.

One caught her eye. Split Reality. The spell that had diced a horse and a human with one cast. The same spell that Irulon had used to destroy the fairy cage before locking it all in stasis. It had a distinctive look of a glass shard flying from the tome. Alyssa almost tapped that shard right away. If anything could harm an angel, it would be something that severed reality itself.

But Alyssa watched the bolt of glass strike the angel’s ruby shield. Nothing more happened. The shield remained glossy and whole. The angel didn’t fall to pieces. A moment later, the shard destroyed itself as the angel rushed forward.

Keeping the staff in the nook of her arm, Alyssa clutched at her chest, feeling a weight of despair settle in. Anything that even mildly resembled a projectile met the same fate as Split Reality. Nothing, from fireballs to ghostly daggers, managed to so much as scuff the domed mineral. Even a Spectral Chains failed to bind the angel. For whatever reason, the spell wrapped around the shield only. A yank did remove it from Adrael’s grasp, but Alyssa couldn’t get the shield to her before the angel flew forward with white magic dancing between her fingers.

Failure after failure. More and more of the shards were winking out, only to be replaced with another possibility an instant later. An oblivion was slowly closing in, reducing her options further and further to lead to that conclusion.

There had to be something else. Some way. Just one among the infinite shards that wouldn’t turn to a void.

Alyssa’s head snapped to the side, focusing on a shard that she had already dismissed. A simple fireball splashed harmlessly against Adrael’s shield. As with so many others, Adrael swung her arm back to fling her shield forward.

But this time, Alyssa dropped Irulon’s tome, gripping the staff with both hands. Shaking, trembling, she glared at the angel, lips curling back into a snarl. It was all that angel’s fault. Beings beyond mortals. No human could hope to face one and come away victorious. Not even with all the magic available in this world. But Alyssa had something of the angel’s. A staff.

A weapon.

It had to do something. It had to be for more than just smacking people… or skewering them. All she needed to do was figure out what it took to activate it. Some thought. Some miracle.

A miracle was what she got.

Adrael flung the shield straight at Alyssa. It flew through the air, moving as if in slow motion yet at the speed of light. It struck the staff right between Alyssa’s hands.

Her arms didn’t crumple. Her bones didn’t break. The staff didn’t even get a single scratch on it. Alyssa grunted as she pushed back against the spinning buzz saw of a shield.

It seemed like forever, but the spinning died off. Whatever kept it pinned against the staff died with it and it fell to the ground. Alyssa grunted, gasping, wobbling. She was barely cognizant of having touched the shard of Fractal Mirror.

But it wasn’t over yet. Adrael still stood before her.

She stood without a shield.

“S-Spectral Chains!” Alyssa shouted. Irulon’s tome was at her feet, but her deck wasn’t.

Ghostly bindings wrapped around the angel before she could do anything. Her eyes went wide as her arms were pinned to her sides. Long links wrapped around Alyssa’s extended hand, completing the spell.

Alyssa didn’t even get a chance to sigh in relief. The shield on the ground moved on its own, flying straight toward the bound angel.

A reflexive jerk of Alyssa’s arm made the angel drift forward just as the spinning shield tore through the chain.

The shield kept going, right toward Adrael. It didn’t change angles to adjust to her new position.

It flew straight through Adrael’s arm, slicing it off at the shoulder. There was no blood. A faint light emanated from her stump, but nothing more. The arm itself disappeared, turning to dust the second it fell away from her body.

Adrael stared down at herself with an open mouth. She didn’t look hurt. Just surprised. Her shield had flown off into the distance behind her, having crashed through the building the old woman had been near, but she wasn’t even looking toward it. When she looked up, she looked at Alyssa, gaping like a fish.

White wings wrapped around her. In an explosion of feathers, the angel vanished…

Just as the building behind her collapsed. The remaining three walls fell into a heap of debris.

Alyssa collapsed as well. She managed to avoid falling flat on her face thanks only to the staff. Her breaths came heavy, labored. Each sent a searing pain through her sides.

She stayed still, completely unmoving aside from her breathing, for several minutes. The angel didn’t come back. Or rather, the Archangel didn’t return.

“Iosefael,” Alyssa ground out, pivoting around the staff to stare at the approaching angel. She wanted to shout at the stupid, useless featherbrained idiot. Iosefael’s whole job had been to contain Adrael. And she had failed miserably.

But she couldn’t get the words out. It was clear that Iosefael had tried. The golden plates of her armor were scuffed and scratched. Her feathers, normally perfectly straight and glimmering with a golden light, were twisted and broken on the right side. The damage didn’t disrupt her movements in the slightest. She glided down toward Alyssa with the same floaty movements that she always had.

Except she didn’t look in Alyssa’s direction. Her eyes were locked on Irulon and Musca.

“Can you fix them? Heal them?” Alyssa asked through grit teeth as she watched the angel approach. If she saw even a hint that Iosefael was going to pull out their souls… well, she had a few Spectral Chains left. Leaving a soul in the body was supposedly torture, but they weren’t dead yet.

Instead of darting toward them to collect their souls, Iosefael flinched as if she had been struck. She put her hands to her cheeks and pressed in. “Th-they aren’t supposed to be injured. T-T-Tene’s book says… says that…” She jerked her head to the side, staring off to the north. “P-People are dying and Tene isn’t here. Tene isn’t here. She left me in charge, but she isn’t here. I don’t k-know what… Not Dominion Iosefael. I’m Principality Iosefael. I can’t—”

The longer she talked, the closer her wings pulled around her. She wrapped herself up in a tight bundle. Until it all exploded outward. Feathers flooded the area. More than Alyssa had ever seen at once.

And Iosefael wasn’t in the middle of it all anymore.

“You worthless bitch!” Alyssa ground her teeth, feeling like she was about to collapse. Had Iosefael just died? No. It couldn’t have been. That was a teleport. Her whole job had been to contain Adrael and undo things that affected mortals. So why not heal up Irulon and Musca?

And where the hell is Tenebrael. Iosefael was right about that, at least. This was that stupid angel’s world. Shouldn’t she be here to clean up her own messes?

Alyssa closed her eyes and tried to calm down. This wasn’t the end. Irulon and the draken were utterly still in their fractal lock. They were safe. No humans ran around the corners of the buildings to fling spells or attack with swords. For a few minutes, there was perfect quiet. A perfect chance to rest. Iosefael hadn’t ended up taking Irulon’s soul. There was still time to figure out a way to fix her. She just needed a moment to think.

Two heavy thumps in the dirt behind Alyssa had her breath hitching.

“You killed her.”

Alyssa curled her fingers around the staff, putting her weight on it to get back up. As she moved, she grabbed hold of Irulon’s tome. Getting back to a standing position wasn’t the easiest from kneeling. Just the thought of moving her leg so that her foot came off the ground hurt. Actually doing so? Alyssa grit her teeth and fought though it. She didn’t survive a rogue angel just to die to some monster.

Keeping the book clutched to her chest, she managed to turn around the staff. With Adrael gone, so too went her magic, apparently, for the hellhound stood just beneath where she had been caught up in the magical net. The red haze of the shadow assassin was still clinging to the wall of the building, but it was doing so under its own strength. The net around it had disappeared as well. If it wanted, it could easily jump forward and attack.

Alyssa kept her focus on the hellhound. She was the closer of the two. Hellhounds were the ones she knew less about. Their species was strong—or this particular one was, at least. Between how she had freed the monsters back in the prison and how she had tossed that man off into the gouge, there was no doubt that this monster had physical prowess. Defenses as well. A sword hadn’t managed to penetrate that thick fur on its arms and legs. With her luck, they would be another magic resistant species as well. The way the hellhound’s eyes burned with literal fire, she was probably immune to anything flame-based at the very least.

Despite Alyssa’s haggard state, she was considering using another Fractal Mirror just to ensure that she succeeded in taking the hellhound down before the reverse could occur.

“You killed the old woman!”

Alyssa raised the tome, only to hesitate in casting.

A smile was working its way across the hellhound’s face. She brought her hands together in front of her chest. “Did you see that? Just… pop!” Hands exploding apart, the hellhound doubled over in laughter. “Just—keheh—splattered the whole building in red.” She clutched at her stomach, still laughing. She even managed to snort.

Alyssa wasn’t laughing. Not even smiling. But she couldn’t help the relief she felt as she lowered Irulon’s tome. A monster didn’t want to fight her. That was… sublime. She was tired. It might have been using Fractal Mirror. It might have been having her leg broken. It might have been simply standing up to an angel. Whatever it was, Alyssa just wanted to flop over and lie still for three days straight. A nice and very long nap was well deserved. In her opinion, at least.

But such a rest would have to wait. Turning her head over her shoulder, she frowned. Irulon would hold for twelve hours, barring any strangeness because of how Alyssa interacted with magic. That meant that she had at most twelve hours to figure out how to keep Irulon from truly dying. Maybe she could cast a second stasis immediately after the first ended for an extension.

Sticking around in known enemy territory for too long would leave her worse off. Hadn’t one of those people she had overheard talked about reinforcements coming? There might still be people around at that. She could probably take one or two stragglers. Especially if the staff would protect her from magic the way it had kept Fractal Lock off Irulon and Musca. But did she want to? Or what if there were more than just a handful?

“I take it by the way you rode in here on the draken that you’re with the human over there? I knew I smelled another human around that one. You’re the one who set those humans on fire outside that prison, right? Nice touch. Not a pleasant smell though.”

Alyssa turned back. The hellhound had managed to get her laughter under control. It took her tired mind a moment to catch up to the words. In lieu of saying anything, she just gave a sluggish nod of her head.

“Hmm? Well. She’s the first human who’s done right by me—assuming she meant her words,” the hellhound added with a mumble to the side. Shaking her mane of a hairdo, she looked back up. “I’d consider letting you go just for that, but…” The burning eyes of the hellhound flicked to the side, proving that she could see the staff. After eying it for a moment, she tilted her head.

Alyssa turned to see what she was looking at just in time to watch some stacked rock from the building’s corner fall into a heap.

“You’re a little scary on your own, aren’t ya?”

Am I? Alyssa didn’t feel scary. Then again, considering what her battle with the angel must have looked like from an outsider’s perspective… It had probably looked like she had gone crazy, talking to the air, before deciding to blow up a building for no reason. “Right,” she said eventually, not really wanting to dissuade the hellhound of the notion while it was keeping her safe.

Apparently, her response had been humorous. Not to the point of doubling over with laughter, but the hellhound definitely gave an amused snort. Sparing a quick glance in the vague direction of the shadow assassin, the hellhound turned her back on Alyssa. “I’m just gonna leave. Killing the old hag was—”

“Wait,” Alyssa said, reaching out a hand. Realizing that she was now pointing Irulon’s tome at the hellhound, which might be seen as a threat, she quickly lowered her arm. “Would you mind doing something before you go? A favor for freeing you, you could call it.”

“I don’t mind at all!” the hellhound said, acting almost cheerful.

Alyssa hesitated in saying anything, half expecting to be ignored or argued with. A straight up agreement before even hearing what the favor might entail? Whatever. “Would you kindly run through this place, checking the buildings and streets for any humans other than myself and…” Alyssa glanced over her shoulder. Had Irulon mentioned her name? Did she want her name mentioned? Unable to remember precisely, she simply said, “her. Anyone left is almost certainly part of the group who captured you. And the one who trapped you up in the air is gone now, so you shouldn’t have to worry about that.”

The more Alyssa spoke, the more vigorously the hellhound’s fluffy tail whipped back and forth. “Is that all? Here I was worried you would have me do something unpleasant, but you just ask me to have fun!” Sniffing the air a few times, the hellhound… sneezed. “Got too much of the old hag up my nose,” she said, rubbing with a finger before taking another deep breath of air. “Smells good. Like revenge. But I guess I’ll just have to do this the funner way. I’ll be done soon. I promise.”

“Oh.” Deciding not to comment on most of what the hellhound said, Alyssa moved on. “Uh, thanks. I appreciate it.”

With a wave of her padded paw, the hellhound dashed off, running on all fours.

Alyssa wanted to turn back to Irulon, maybe to inspect the injury a little more. An angel had done the attack, so maybe it had managed to miss everything vital. Or so she hoped. However, one thing stopped her.

The shadow assassin hadn’t run off with the hound. Its red haze had hardly moved from its spot. Having it sit there, watching her, was more than a little creepy. Would it attack if she turned her back to it?

“We freed one of your fellows,” Alyssa tried, hoping it would listen. “We told it to get out of the valley here because we were going to blow up the town. But that’s on hold until I can get her moving again… If you wanted to find it, it’ll be somewhere outside here. I’m sorry I can’t tell you more about where it went. The other shadow assassin… died. Sorry. We didn’t get to it in time.”

The shadow assassin didn’t make a sound. Something which Alyssa was far more glad about than should be reasonably expected. The noises they made were horrid. She was also quite glad when it finally started crawling up and over the roof, out of sight.

As long as it didn’t come back.

Although she still wanted nothing more than to collapse where she stood, Alyssa turned and started hobbling toward Irulon. She was on her feet now. Might as well save the effort of having to get back up later. Climbing up onto the unmoving Musca, Alyssa grimaced as she actually looked into Irulon’s wound. The staff had punctured clean through the dragon hide. So much for strongest armor ever, she thought with a mild sigh. Unfortunately, she couldn’t tell anything from the wound. Was it bad? Was it not? It looked bad. There was hole in her from back to front. She could see ribs, but everything else was just one big hunk of meat. For all Alyssa knew, it could have missed everything vital. It could have hit everything vital just as easily.

Closing her eyes, Alyssa leaned forward, using the frozen form of Irulon as something to lean against. Just a quick break. Thinking was difficult at the moment. Five minutes.

She would even set a timer on her phone.

Pulling it out, she hesitated with her thumb over the clock.

She changed her mind. Alyssa flipped to the contacts list. She scrolled down the few entries she had until she found the one number that she hadn’t entered.

Tenebrael.

It wouldn’t work, but no harm in trying once again.

Alyssa tapped the call button.

The selfie Tenebrael had taken popped up on her screen.
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                “Undo. Cancel. Release. Be free…” Alyssa ticked her tongue in annoyance as she stared at Izsha’s unmoving form. Fractal Lock just wouldn’t come off. It wasn’t like she didn’t know what she was doing. She had canceled spells before. For instance, she had dismissed the Spectral Axe just a few minutes ago. But Fractal Lock was holding tight.

Alyssa looked to the side, frowning. Without Irulon around to explain magic, she could only speculate. Fractal Lock had to be a spell that directly affected the world. Similar to how Irulon had explained Loophole and why it worked on the magic-resisting gaunts. Since it locked a target off so completely that even an angelic weapon wouldn’t harm them, the spell would probably instantly cancel itself when used on the caster if it was a spell that had to be maintained. Irulon had used it on her self back in the palace, so that was obviously false. Which meant that it attached to the world without any lingering control on the caster’s part.

In other words, Alyssa had no control over when the Fractal Lock would end. Not without complications, anyway. A Desecrate Spells had worked before and it would probably work again. Suppress Magic might also work. However, Izsha was less than twenty steps away from Irulon and Musca. They would be caught in the spell as well. It was true that Fractal Magic didn’t lock a person in space, meaning that she could move Izsha far enough away that neither spell should hit Irulon if she really tried, but that didn’t seem likely with a broken leg.

Izsha wasn’t even injured. Alyssa wanted someone to talk to. Even if the draken couldn’t respond, at least it would be a comfort to have around. Someone to watch her back should those shadow assassins decide that they didn’t like her after all.

Sighing, Alyssa pulled a rock out of her pocket. A faint red haze surrounded the entire thing, indicating something unnatural about it. “And what about you? How long are you going to stay like this?”

The rock, naturally, did not respond. It was a rock. Until Kasita decided otherwise, she would stay a rock.

“I hope you’re alright,” Alyssa said softly, rubbing the stone with her thumb for a moment before wondering if that was somewhat weird. She wouldn’t just go up and start rubbing Kasita’s face. But this was a rock. It was a smooth stone. The kind one might find in a riverbed, not in a desert. “I also hope you’re really Kasita.” That would end up being a bit awkward if this rock were something else.

Like a rock.

But it had to be. Otherwise, where could Kasita have possibly gone?

Still, she sighed. Again. Having already gone through and taken a picture of every one of Irulon’s spells, she wasn’t sure what more she could do. The spell book might as well have been written in another language. Well, it was… technically the angelic text was another language. But Irulon offered no notes like Aziz’s book did. His book had detailed descriptions of the few spells he had written down. Irulon’s was only spells. No English at all.

Some of them, Alyssa could recognize as being a type of magic. Fractal magic, for example, tended to have an overabundance of complexity and triangles. So even though she didn’t know what a spell was, she knew that it most likely belonged to the Fractal branch of magic.

Trying to randomly use them would probably cause more harm than good. Accidentally using some reality splitting spell on Irulon in an attempt to heal her would be all too easy. If she became desperate, another Fractal Mirror might work. By its very nature, it would test out every possibility and every combination of spells. It might even get the angel’s staff to start healing if that was a thing that it could do.

Unfortunately, having gone through the book, she had found only two remaining Fractal Mirror spells. Either Irulon didn’t keep many of that spell or she hadn’t replenished her supply of them since the Observatorium. Given how useful the spell had been against Adrael, Alyssa was loath to waste them for fear that the angel might return. If time started getting low and she hadn’t found an alternative solution, she would use them. For now… Alyssa waited.

She had a secondary plan. She was just waiting for it to show up.

Alyssa glanced around the desolate village. It hadn’t ever been populated. In fact, most of the buildings probably weren’t living quarters, but rather storage sheds. The building she had inadvertently destroyed while attacking Adrael contained far more metal cuirasses than she had seen people. It just served to hammer home the fact that this was not a village, but a military staging outpost.

Other buildings probably had swords and shields and other weaponry. Maybe some had medical supplies. Finding another healing potion among the military supplies would be a miracle, but Alyssa wasn’t going to count on that. Not only could she not walk with any speed, but Annihilator had probably wound up destroying anything useful. With her luck, she was just glad that she hadn’t killed Irulon or Kasita with that initial cast.

Unless her luck was actually really good. After all, she was holding onto a staff that had harmed an angel. Indirectly, true, but still. It had practically fallen into her lap… or into Irulon’s back. Maybe her luck was better than she thought. Irulon’s luck, on the other hand. How does one get their back punctured twice in less than a week? Not just punctured, but badly enough that they were going to die without immediate medical attention.

Could modern medicine even save something like what Irulon had been through? If she had been stabbed by the gaunt in the middle of an operating theater, would the doctors have been able to save her? Possibly. The holes hadn’t been that large. What about the staff? Medicine could do some amazing things, but fix up an inch-wide circular hole in her chest?

Just thinking about it made her shudder.

Anytime now… Alyssa thought. She was mostly just killing time, letting her thoughts wander. Maybe the hellhound would be willing to search through the buildings for potions. She had certainly been willing to go find any other people. That could have been chalked up to the hellhound just wanting to hurt humans except for the fact that she had agreed well before Alyssa named the favor. Was that typical hellhound behavior?

If only Kasita would wake up, she could ask.

“I see your name does suit you well. Though I am disappointed in how many souls went uncollected. I had to go collect them myself. What was Iosefael doing, I wonder?”

Alyssa spun around—or tried to. Forgetting for a moment that her leg was broken, Alyssa tried putting weight on her foot. She didn’t get very far before letting out a cry of pain. Shoving a knuckle into her mouth, she bit down just hard enough to take her mind off the pain. “Do you have to appear behind me every time?” Alyssa said, carefully hopping around the pole. It was tough to do without jostling her leg. “I didn’t even see one of your stupid feathers this time.”

With how many were in the air, that was probably because her mind had been wandering rather than none of them passing through her field of vision.

“What took you so long?” she said with a heavy glower at the monochrome angel. “You hung up on me like a half hour ago.”

Tenebrael, hovering in the air ten feet away, dropped her arms to her sides and let off an exaggerated sigh. “I was puppeting around that man you weren’t supposed to have killed in a delicate operation that really couldn’t be disturbed. If you must know. Then tomorrow…” The angel trailed off, actually shuddering. It was such a slight tremble in her shoulders that it couldn’t have been on purpose… probably. “Never mind. I found Iosefael. The poor girl is inconsolable. And what have you done to yourself?”

“If you hadn’t hung up on me, I might have gotten around to telling you.”

“I’m here now,” she said, swooping in close. Tenebrael’s warm hands clamped onto the sides of Alyssa’s head as she leaned in. Her eyes were wide and unblinking. Alyssa tried to squirm away, but she might as well have gotten her head stuck in a vice. “Have you eaten anything strange, lately?”

“What?”

“You’ve been contaminated with angelic glory. No wonder Iosefael was a gibbering mess. If I didn’t know better, I would have walked past you at the Endless Expanse thinking you were one of my lesser kin—though I haven’t been back there in a few eternities.”

“A-Are you… My eyes?” It was the only thing Tenebrael could be talking about. And would explain her proximity and that eerie unblinking gaze. “They started glowing after I touched one of Adrael’s spells.”

“The eyes are the window to the soul and your soul is positively radiant. Though it is diminishing at a fairly rapid pace. Shame I didn’t arrive earlier.”

Something in Tenebrael’s voice put Alyssa on edge. She scowled as she said, “If you try to eat me, I’ll give you indigestion.”

Tenebrael chuckled and started to say something else, but Alyssa shoved her away. There were more important things to worry about at the moment than some harmless glowing eyes. The angel flew back the moment the staff touched her skin, nearly making Alyssa lose her balance.

“What is this?” she said in a low tone, apparently noticing the staff for the first time. “It isn’t part of my world, I can tell that much.”

Alyssa bit her lip, taking a moment to steady herself after being so close to the stupid angel. She wanted to blurt out that she had injured another angel. Just to see the look on Tenebrael’s face. But… she couldn’t discount the possibility that she would have to fight against Tenebrael to achieve her ultimate goal of returning home and staying there without angels trying to kill her constantly. Tenebrael would eventually find out. Surely. Alyssa was surprised that Tenebrael hadn’t recognized an angelic weapon.

Unless she had and was playing dumb. Narrowing her eyes, Alyssa scanned the face of the monochrome angel. From a proper distance this time. It was hard to get perspective when the angel had her face almost touching Alyssa’s. And Tenebrael looked… normal. Mostly. Her smile was amused, but the more Alyssa looked, the more she thought Tenebrael wasn’t smiling quite as much as she tended to. Her eyes had a hint of strain in their corners.

There was another reason for not mentioning it. At least not right away. If she mentioned that she had lopped off Adrael’s arm, Tenebrael might just rush off. For the moment, Tenebrael being around worked to her advantage… probably. “Do you mind healing my leg?” Alyssa started off with, not even faking her grimace as she accidentally moved her leg in mentioning it. If the stupid angel had to get up in her face, she could at least have had the decency to heal her. “I can barely think with the pain.”

Glowing eyes made it difficult to tell exactly where Tenebrael was looking, but a slight tilt of her head downward helped. She stepped forward from where she had drawn back and made her way around Musca’s still form without so much as a glance toward the monster or the human rider. Reaching a hand out, she rested it on Alyssa’s shoulder.

The pain died off instantly. Although she could no longer feel the burning sensation in her leg, she could feel it shift around. It was a distinctly unpleasant sensation. Still, testing out a bit of weight on her leg felt perfectly normal. To be certain, she kicked forward and back. Her leg looked straight and didn’t flop about halfway through her shin.

“How’s that? Better?”

“Much.” After a moment of hesitation, Alyssa added a quick, “Thank you.”

“Mhm,” Tenebrael hummed, looking toward the large ruby orb attached to the staff. “Now, about this—”

“Wait.” No longer needing to lean on it for support, Alyssa drew the staff back, holding it away from the angel. “First, heal Irulon, if it isn’t too much trouble. And Musca.”

Tenebrael turned away, removing her hand from Alyssa’s shoulder in the process. She took a single step toward Musca before hesitating. “I don’t know that I can.”

“What do you mean? You just healed me with no problem.”

“Yes, but you aren’t mine… I’ve received no instructions to grant miracles to anyone on Nod. Miracles granted to mortals are not a common occurrence. I haven’t done any for three thousand years, aside from the occasional minor bout of Divine Inspiration. There are none scheduled for the remainder of eternity.”

Alyssa blinked, staring at the being. “What are you talking about? You’re the one who wants to break out of your plan or whatever. Just heal her and do it!”

“But I… I can’t.”

“Sure you can. I’ll even change my request. Instead of the notes on angels that you still haven’t sent me, heal Irulon.”

“But…”

Alyssa set Irulon’s tome down on the ground and stepped forward, taking hold of Tenebrael’s hand. “Here. I’ll help you. Just close your eyes and walk a closer. Pretend you’re healing me,” she said, dragging the reluctant angel along. It was more work than it sounded. Tenebrael took three distinct tugs before she took even a single step. “Come on. Isn’t this what you wanted? To disobey what the plan says?” Although… “Irulon and Musca aren’t supposed to die anyway. Look at your book. They clearly have life-threatening wounds, but they aren’t scheduled to die, are they?”

It was a gamble, but, after three more tugs and no further movement forward for Tenebrael, one she felt she had to take.

Reaching behind her with the hand Alyssa didn’t have a hold of, Tenebrael opened her book and started browsing through. She used a wing to flip pages in an amazing feat of avian dexterity. Despite forcing her to use her wings as extra hands, Alyssa didn’t let go, too worried that Tenebrael might disappear to avoid being pressured.

But this was her whole plan. If Tenebrael didn’t heal Irulon… she would just have to hope that the wound wasn’t lethal or that the Society of the Burning Shadow stocked up on healing potions.

“This can’t be right,” Tenebrael mumbled. She flipped forward three pages, back one, then forward another two. Even if Alyssa could read the incomprehensible text, Tenebrael didn’t stop on any one page long enough to read more than two or three of the characters.

Tenebrael took a few steps forward on her own, slipping out of Alyssa’s hand in the process. The angel didn’t actually touch Irulon or Musca. She just hovered about them, examining their injuries. Every so often, she would look back at her notebook.

It took three full revolutions around the two before Tenebrael stepped back to Alyssa’s side. “Dragons are the strongest creatures in my world. And her armor was lying in pieces beneath the relic,” she said, holding up to circular patches of dragon skin while waving casually toward Musca. Alyssa hadn’t seen her grab them, but she was beyond worrying over how angels actually did anything they did. “What caused their…” Her eyes flicked over to the staff in Alyssa’s hands, looking down toward the bottom half. All the blood had run off without leaving a mark on the gold, but Tenebrael clearly took note of something.

“That weapon was not crafted by mortal hands.”

Welp. She knew that it wouldn’t last forever, but she had been hoping for a little Irulon healing before Tenebrael darted off to find Adrael or Iosefael. “No,” she said, not bothering to try to hide it anymore. “This belonged to Adrael. I think she threw it at Irulon. It came in like a rocket from so far away that I couldn’t even see Adrael.”

Tenebrael remained silent for an uncomfortably long time. Her eyes remained locked on the staff, but she didn’t approach or try to touch it. Eventually, her gaze shifted to Alyssa. “An angel threw this? At a mortal?”

“Like a javelin. Unless she used magic to throw it. Either way, it pierced straight through Irulon and Musca. She tried to do the same with her shield against Izsha, but I used Fractal Lock to stop it from actually doing damage.”

“An angel threw a weapon with the intent to harm a mortal?”

“Did I stutter? That is what I said. She was trying to protect some old woman. Who I killed.”

“That’s…”

“Was I right? Irulon isn’t in your book, is she? Maybe you’re even supposed to perform a miracle to correct the damage done by the angel.”

Tenebrael looked down to her book, still held open with her thumb between the pages. It wasn’t at an angle where she would be able to read the pages. “How did you know?”

“A guess.” It was a logical conclusion to reach. Iosefael had been undoing everything that Adrael had done, not just because Tenebrael didn’t want her here, but because she was actively harming mortals with that soul separation smoke. So why not Irulon’s injuries? No matter what their plan was, if the angels weren’t supposed to interfere with mortals except in special miracle events, then Irulon should never have been injured in the first place. Unfortunately… if the book said to heal her and Tenebrael didn’t want to do that… “You are going to heal her, aren’t you?”

“The book doesn’t say to perform a miracle, just that she isn’t supposed to die soon.”

Closing her eyes, Alyssa took a deep breath. “Please. I don’t have any potions and we’re out in the middle of nowhere. If you don’t, I’m not sure what to do.”

The angel took a deep breath through her nose before smiling. “I… think I can manage in light of this new information.” With that said, she turned her back on Alyssa, walked right up to Irulon, and placed her hand on the princess’ shoulder. “Restarting halted processes to facilitate rejuvenation efforts.” Her fingernails glimmered for a moment as a relatively small magical circle revolved around her outstretched arm. Irulon jerked and slumped just a little farther, almost falling away from Tenebrael before the angel moved another hand to catch her. Even though she spoke words and created a magic circle to remove the stasis, Irulon’s wound started sealing without any additional comment or apparent magic from Tenebrael.

Something to mention to Irulon later, maybe. Seeing Irulon get healed was enough of a relief for now. She didn’t open her eyes and, as soon as Tenebrael removed her hand, Fractal Lock took hold again, freezing her in place. “Musca too, please.” Alyssa didn’t like that draken all that much, at least compared to Izsha, but… Irulon’s brother cared for them. More practically, getting back with only one draken would be irritating at best.

“Certainly,” Tenebrael said with a smile.

A smile that unnerved her. It reminded her of something Tenebrael had said not so long ago. Answering prayers breeds dependency.

Which just made Alyssa frown. Ugh. Back and forth. Back and forth. One moment, Alyssa hated the stupid angel. The next, she felt sorry for her. Tenebrael could have just healed them without the stupid smile and Alyssa would never have thought of that. It just put a sour note on what should have been a kind gesture. If she truly didn’t have to heal them according to the book. Tenebrael had said that angels didn’t lie, but… well… they didn’t hurt people either. As the hole in Musca’s neck started closing up, Alyssa focused on that particular topic. “How did Adrael hurt them? I thought angels weren’t supposed to do that.”

“We aren’t. Not even I harm mortals.”

Eating souls doesn’t count as harming us?

“I wonder if I am not as unique as I said I was originally. As a mere archangel, Adrael would be less beholden to her… programming, for lack of a better word, than I. Although she is still acting in accordance with her directives if she is trying to correct my world. Which… leads to me asking for a small bit of help.”

“Help. From me?”

“How would you like to return to Earth?”
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                “How would you like to return to Earth?”

Alyssa’s heart beat faster within her chest at hearing Tenebrael’s words. Earth? It had been so long. It felt like years even though it had really only been weeks. Returning was exactly what she wanted. To go home. To see her parents. And her brother. To reassure them that she was alright and not dead. She wanted nothing more than to open her mouth and shout that she would love to go.

Which was why she hesitated.

Standing in the desolate military compound with monsters roaming about and her friends frozen in a stasis field, Alyssa stared at the gentle smile on the angel’s face.

And she scowled. Her excitement at the mentions of Earth vanished with a single thought.

There had to be a catch.

Tenebrael wouldn’t just offer such a thing. In the first place, Alyssa had been brought to this crazy world to hide her from other angels. So why would she ever be allowed back? There was something fishy about all this. Tenebrael wanted something. And that something was probably not something that Alyssa wanted.

There was also the possibility that Tenebrael was yanking her chain. Just mentioning the possibility might be some psychological tactic. To what end, Alyssa wasn’t sure. Tenebrael was a jerk, but that much of a jerk? No. This had to be a genuine offer.

“Wouldn’t it be nice?” Tenebrael said, moving closer. “How long has it been since you’ve had a proper shower. Clean water with a nice hot towel waiting for you after. Maybe a chance to restock on your spent ammunition or collect some item that you think will aid you here.”

“Here,” Alyssa said flatly. “You’re offering a temporary journey then.”

“I can’t let you remain there on a permanent basis. You’ve seen Archangel Adrael’s deviant actions in the name of setting things right. If you remain for long, you’ll surely be noticed. You’ll draw the attentions of more Archangels. I doubt they would be so willing to correct you in such a direct manner, but they will be more than willing to offer Divine Inspiration to someone in the right state of mind to… be less than pleasant toward you. And there remains a distant but possible chance that a Seraphim might catch wind of you. Trust me. Neither of us wants that. So temporary, chaperoned trip only.”

There we go. That’s the catch. A temporary trip to Earth. She would probably be watched the entire time and, if she tried to contact her family and friends, Tenebrael would probably whisk her back away before she could get a single word out. But that didn’t answer the why of the trip. She didn’t stink so badly that Tenebrael wanted her to shower right away… did she?

Alyssa discretely sniffed only to find herself unable to smell anything distinct. Just a slight metallic scent in the air.

But the temporary nature of the trip was only part of the catch. Tenebrael wouldn’t just offer a vacation to Earth for a spa and manicure. Not even if Alyssa had just finished trudging through the Bog of Eternal Stench. If the angel truly felt offended by a smell, she would probably wave a hand and vanish it into thin air.

No. Tenebrael wanted something. Something that she couldn’t acquire for herself. “What is it? Just tell me and stop with all this roundabout nonsense. What do you want?”

“Must we get into all the dirty details now? You’ve been wearing that relic’s hide for a few days, only taking it off while sleeping. Wiping yourself down with a rag is no substitute for a nice long bath.”

“I’m not about to leave for a bath,” Alyssa said, scowl deepening. It did sound nice. Very nice. But… “I’m not just going to abandon Irulon and the draken in the middle of an enemy fortress. Even if this wasn’t a temporary trip, my conscience would have a lot of issues with just up and leaving.”

Tenebrael stuck a finger out, nudging Irulon with a finger. The stiff form of the princess rocked back and forth on the draken’s back. “They aren’t going anywhere. Not soon. You’ve got time for a bath and a quick trip down a dark alley.”

“Are you…” Alyssa’s fingers tightened around Adrael’s staff. She wasn’t quite sure how she had managed to use it against Adrael, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to let Tenebrael attack her. “Are you trying to get me killed?”

“Kill you? Never.” In the blink of an eye, Tenebrael had crossed the short distance between them. Her arms wrapped around Alyssa’s shoulders in a gentle embrace. “Although you’ve caused no small amount of trouble, I cannot believe I managed as long as I had without you in my existence.”

Alyssa went utterly still, hardly even breathing with the angel’s chest pressed against hers. Several seconds went by before she realized what was going on. A hug. It was a hug. And it was weirding her out. Not just the physical contact, which she wasn’t really used to in general, but that strange warmth that angels exuded. Normally, it was hardly worth mentioning. Right now? With Tenebrael fully pressed up against her?

Maybe it wasn’t the angel’s glory. It might just be embarrassment forcing her into blushing.

“Speaking of that trouble you’ve caused…” Tenebrael said softly before Alyssa could ask more about her eyes. “There’s just one itsy bitsy little problem. Really a tiny thing. But something I need a small bit of help with.”

“Uh huh.” Alyssa, still a little stunned from the sudden hug, wasn’t sure what else to say.

“You remember that guy you weren’t supposed to kill? The one who was to stab you?”

“Every night.”

“Well, do you remember what I said immediately after you killed him?”

Alyssa blinked. That had been a fairly hectic night. Lots had happened. Meeting an angel and being sent to some weird world among them. On a line-by-line basis, she couldn’t remember anything specific. So she shook her head.

“Originally, before you mucked things up, he was supposed to live for a few months before killing himself by hanging. Now, I’ve been dashing back and forth between here and Earth, puppeting him about, making his body interact with the important people he was supposed to interact with. But, in a few hours’ time, he runs across someone in a dark alley while fleeing from your law enforcement officers. That someone might get… a little hurt. And die. And I don’t think I can—”

“No.”

“Oh come now, Alyssa. Be reasonable.”

“You want me to go kill some random innocent person?” Alyssa said, pulling away from Tenebrael. Without a broken leg, she had all the maneuverability needed to put distance between herself and the angel. “Absolutely not. I can’t even believe that you would suggest that.”

“How many people have you killed today? What’s one more?”

“These people,” Alyssa said, waving the staff around, “were planning to use mind controlled ants to commit genocide. You’re asking me to… what? Kill some poor homeless man in an alley because he was in the wrong place at the wrong time? I can’t even—”

“Aren’t you creating selfish, arbitrary justifications for your own conscience?” Tenebrael took a step closer, smile still just as gentle as could be. “This murder was in self defense. This murder was because the person was bad. This murder was because he was planning something that you didn’t like. At the end of the day, someone is dead. Several someones in today’s case.”

Alyssa hesitated. It was different. Self defense was justifiable. In… mortal courts. For an angel… What did Tenebrael expect her to do? Just lie down and let the likes of the Taker send her to an early grave?

“All mortals do the same, so don’t feel bad, Alyssa.”

“And angels are different?” Alyssa shot back.

“Of course! An angel would nev… er…” Trailing off, Tenebrael glanced to the side, to where Irulon was still frozen in the stasis of Fractal Lock. After staring for a moment, she started laughing. “Amazing! Awe-inspiring. What a terrific and horrid occurrence. An angel harming a mortal?”

“So why not go do it yourself if it is so important.” The words tasted like ash on her tongue, but that didn’t stop her from saying them. “Clearly you can harm humans. Or you can lie, whichever one. Both, probably.”

“I… I can’t. I don’t know how.”

“What do you mean? You tried to get me to point my gun at Cid way back when. You have watched plenty of people kill other people. You clearly know—”

“I can’t.” The smile disappeared, replaced with a grinding of her teeth. Clenching her fists, Tenebrael looked away. “The moment I try to consider an action that would directly lead to me harming a mortal, it’s like… every thought I have turns to static. I don’t want to harm most humans, but there have been times where I just shut down completely until an event passes, unable to do anything but carry out my duties. I don’t have a choice.”

The angel blinked twice. A tremor in her wings ran from the tips to her spine. Her smile slowly returned, though it wasn’t quite as happy as it had been when she had hugged Alyssa.

“Which is why it needs to be you. Take solace in knowing that not a single soul has been judged before the Throne since… a long, long time ago. Which is another great reason why you shouldn’t feel bad about carrying out my little task. All you need to do is come up with a flimsy justification that will let you sleep at night.” The angel paused a moment, reaching back behind her to pull out another little black book. This one, instead of having a black bookmark, had a thin golden ribbon stuck between the pages. “Would it help if I offered excerpts from his history?” she said, opening the book. Not to the bookmarked page, but several pages prior to it. “He was a soldier in your government’s army. Noble of him, ah, but he stole and sold essential radio parts on the black market before eventually deserting, leaving three of his comrades to die in—”

“Stop. Just stop!” Alyssa shouted. “Why do you even need to kill him anyway? The books automatically update themselves. We learned that from your experiment with Irulon. Just ignore him and no one will know.”

“That is true… here. But look at this.” Tenebrael turned the book around and flipped forward to the golden bookmark.

Alyssa just shook her head, shoving it away from her. “I can’t read that.”

The light in Tenebrael’s eyes died momentarily as she blinked. “Right. Sorry. Well, the other day when I gave you the time of Irulon’s death, I was watching the book intently. At first, there were no changes. But as you started acting, killing monsters and those people and even contacting various people, the book started altering. Events changed until everything in the book aligned with the outcome. Even flipping back a few pages shows no sign that Irulon was ever supposed to die. You changed the book of this world.

“This book, Iosefael’s book, is different. Back to the page of that night, it still says that she is to collect and process your soul at the time you were supposed to die. It still says that the man I’ve been controlling like a puppet is alive. Nothing has changed.”

Alyssa sat down. Right in the dirt. It didn’t matter where. Even with her leg healed and the pain gone, she still felt exhausted. Talking with Tenebrael, talking about all this death, wasn’t helping. So she sat cross-legged and just sighed. The staff was too long to hold onto properly while sitting on the ground and she wasn’t about to let go of it in Tenebrael’s presence, so she had to rest it across her lap. After one more sigh, she looked up to the angel.

Tenebrael had moved as well, floating in the air as if lounging on an invisible fainting couch.

“What does that mean? Your book, the book that records events here, changes. But Earth’s book doesn’t?”

“Earth is mildly unique in that it was the first world that the Throne enacted its plan upon. Every other world, those granted to us Dominions, is generally designed in likeness to Earth. Each is different, but you might find common events occurring in the histories of them that mirror Earth’s history.”

Frowning, Alyssa glanced toward the frozen form of the draken.

“Indeed. Earth had its own Age of Legends. Dinosaur fossils are a remnant of the most ancient parts of it, but much of the various mythologies and religions stem from legends as well. That is why you have likely heard of many of the relics—the monsters—here.”

“Humans never interacted with living dinosaurs,” Alyssa said, wondering if she had been more correct in likening the draken to movie dinosaurs than she had originally thought. “And I’m pretty sure the same goes for harpies and gorgon as well, if they were ever real on Earth.”

“True. Which leaves us with a puzzle. Without going through you, I would never have been able to save Irulon that night. I… can’t heal her myself,” Tenebrael said, glancing to the side. “Not unless I am ordered to. Maybe I could have tried knocking down a building, but it would have turned out the same in the end. You, however, I can tell information to that will change the book. You, I can heal without hesitation. You can change the book all on your own without a word from me.

“And yet, your continued survival hasn’t changed Iosefael’s book in the slightest.”

“That’s nice and all,” Alyssa said after several seconds of silence, “but this is all the circumstances. None of it is the why or the how. Unless this is a long and roundabout way of saying that you don’t know.”

“Yes. We need more information. When I brought you here, you had no agency. I brought you here without regard toward your own will. All your actions that have changed my book were under your agency. I believe that is the primary difference. Unfortunately, as much as I would like to, we cannot use this as an opportunity to test whether or not you taking agency will result in alterations within Earth’s book. Here, there are no angels aside from myself… and Adrael, apparently. Earth is flooded with Principalities and other minor angels who will notice should something not go according to plan.”

Alyssa narrowed her eyes. Back to this topic again. “Argue all you want, I am not going to go kill some random guy.”

“But if the Seraphim find out, it won’t be good for either of us.”

“You told me that the Seraphim were vegetables. What were your exact words? I’d have a more engaging conversation with a wall?”

“I also told you that angels could not harm mortals.” She glanced over and stared at Irulon then to the staff resting in Alyssa’s lap. “I don’t know how that happened. I cannot even offer a theory. But, after all this unpleasant business is dealt with, I plan on tracking down Adrael and getting my answers.” Shifting her positing from the floating lounge to standing straight, Tenebrael looked down at Alyssa. “Shall we get going? It is a bit early, but I did promise a bath and ammunition.”

Gritting her teeth, Alyssa gripped the staff. She didn’t want to attack Tenebrael. Strange as it was, Tenebrael wound up being more of an ally than the enemy Alyssa had initially viewed her as. Annoying, yes, but at least she wasn’t hostile. Since she wanted to ruin whatever plan there was, she and maybe Iosefael were the only two angels who didn’t want Alyssa dead.

But this? She might have become a killer. Some might even call her a murderer. But she was not going to kill someone for happening across someone who was already dead. Although… maybe he could die.

“I have a few questions, first. Several, in fact. First: Why do Iosefael and Adrael think your world is messed up when you literally cannot change what is written in that little book of yours? Doesn’t that mean that keeping monsters around, making yourself into some kind of deity, and even winding up with a whole village named after you was all preordained within the book? And secondly: If you can’t take any actions that would result in the book producing errors, how could you tell me that Irulon was going to die? For that matter, how am I here? I clearly wasn’t in the plan yet you were able to bring me here.”

“The last one is easiest to answer. We were on Earth. I don’t believe that I am beholden to Iosefael’s book the way I am to mine, so I was able to take you. As for the previous question—and this might be related to how I was able to bring you to Nod—my book doesn’t predict you. You have no entries in the entire thing. Not even now. So, even though it did change what was written down, the book didn’t say that I couldn’t tell you. It didn’t think that speaking to you would change Irulon’s fate and allowed it.”

“Mhm. And the rest?”

“I’m… less certain about that. I can only assume that the way it is today is the way my world was always intended to be, though my fellow angels clearly disagree.”

“And what about Adrael? Was the Society of the Burning Shadow according to the book? Because from what I’ve seen, it looks like she created it.”

“I would say that it must have originally included everything that she has done, except for the little problem of her harming a mortal. With that in mind, we have to assume that she might be more like you than like a proper angel. I’d have to know exactly what she has done here and what she plans here and compare current events to the book. I haven’t noticed anything changing that didn’t involve you, but I also haven’t read ahead in… a very long time. After realizing the futility of it all, I decided that not knowing was better.”

“Perhaps it is time you start.”

“Indeed.”

Taking a deep breath, Alyssa planted the staff’s end into the ground. It didn’t weigh much, especially given the gold it was apparently made out of, but holding it out was still a strain after a while. Having the ground take off some of that strain was more than welcome.

“You ready?”

“One last thing.” Alyssa looked over to Irulon and to the draken. “I’m not just going to leave them out here for several hours. They might be decently protected within Fractal Lock, but all it would take is for someone to happen by and use Desecrate Spells. We already know that the Society of the Burning Shadow called for reinforcements.”

Pulling out the book with the black ribbon again, Tenebrael flipped through it, running a finger down each page before moving on to the next. Snapping the book shut, she flicked her glowing eyes back to Alyssa. “Nothing should happen to them within the few hours we’ll be gone.”

“We just discussed this! Your books either change or are outright wrong!” Alyssa sighed, shaking her head. “And if Adrael comes back, they could be in even more danger. She could manipulate someone into hurting them or just do it herself.”

Although her face didn’t change much, the tips of her wings twitched. “I… don’t deny the possibility. But I don’t know that I can do much for them. They aren’t going to die soon as far as I can tell and that’s all the book cares about.”

“You don’t have to. Let me do it. Teach me a spell. Magic. Or is it miracles?” Alyssa shook her head. To her, there was no distinction. Both were supernatural effects. “There has to be something that we can do together. Let’s drop them into a pocket dimension. Or make them utterly impervious to harm from any source, angel or mortal. Or… anything.” Alyssa almost said to simply free them from their stasis. With that gone, they could at least run away. But… could they run away if Adrael came back? Alyssa wasn’t so sure. “Or… Or why don’t we take them to Earth with us?”

“Earth! I—”

“They’re in stasis, so they’re not going to do anything. And if they aren’t supposed to have their stasis removed for several hours, then they wouldn’t interact with anything here. Which means that it doesn’t matter if they’re here or not here, so you should be able to do that yourself.”

“What are you planning, Alyssa Meadows?” Tenebrael asked with narrowed eyes.

“Nothing. I promise. I am just trying to keep them safe. I swear I won’t try to remove their stasis while we’re on Earth if you bring them with us.”

Alyssa wanted to learn magic and miracles. It was the key to getting home and getting rid of her feathery menaces. But she wanted Irulon and Izsha’s safety more than that.

It was somewhat upsetting how much the princess needed rescuing. A Rank Six arcanist, the pinnacle of humanity’s magic casters, shouldn’t be so vulnerable. Though, perhaps nothing was invulnerable when an angel was concerned.

The gaunt, Irulon had less of an excuse for. Sure, the species might resist magic, but that didn’t mean that she couldn’t have used Loophole or even just Fractal Locked herself before being stabbed.

Initially, Alyssa had been focused on offensive spells and weapons. From her mundane pistols all the way up to Fireballs and Spectral Axes, she felt like that base was covered. Sure, it might not be the most expansive array of equipment, but it worked. Together with Irulon and the draken, she had depopulated a small village. Not a village. A military compound, she reminded herself. Yet, on the opposite end of the spectrum, she had nothing much at all.

It might be time to look into more defensive tools to add to her repertoire. Irulon had a few, mostly Fractal nonsense. Fractal Lock certainly worked. But it wasn’t very practical for most cases. Having a nice shield that she could hold up so that the Taker couldn’t fling throwing knives at her would change everything. And Irulon might need some too, if she wasn’t just being overly complicated or overly stingy.

But that would be a topic to broach when the princess got back to normal.

For now… Earth.

“Are you going to do it? Bring them with us?”

“I think I can. The fact that I can think about it at all is telling.”

“Good,” Alyssa said, turning away for a moment. She looked over the bodies and the destruction, mildly wondering if that hellhound had found any more. Had she done the right thing here? Killing all these people? Even if all her and Irulon’s assumptions about their intentions for the ant hive had been false, they were still holding monsters—people against their will. They had used that smoke to control fairies and manipulate them into warring against Lyria.

Did that justify killing them? Or was she making excuses like Tenebrael had said she was?

At least they wouldn’t be hurting anyone innocent now.

An innocent person on Earth, however, was another matter entirely. Alyssa was not going to kill him just because a book told her that he was supposed to die.

But going to Earth was worth letting Tenebrael think that she was.

Before turning back to the angel, Alyssa called her phone to her hand. She quickly turned on the video recorder, faced the camera upward, and kept it behind her back as she turned. Angels were not omniscient. That was a fact that she had to keep in mind.

Tenebrael’s gentle smile greeted her.

Alyssa felt her stomach clench. Did she know? No. She couldn’t. There was no way that Tenebrael would let her record the spell that transferred them between worlds. If Tenebrael knew, she would put a stop to it. Maybe even by taking the phone away entirely. That would be the worst scenario. But until such time, Alyssa tried to match the angel’s smile.

“Shall we go?”
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                The first thing that hit Alyssa was the noise.

Tenebrael’s world was quiet. Nearly silent, in most parts. A deserted military compound in the middle of a desert had no noise at all. Even the city, filled with people, didn’t have much in the way of sound. People talked, of course. Carriages bumped as their wooden wheels rolled along the ground. The horses carrying the carriages whinnied and their hooves clopped.

But none of it could compare to the sounds of a jackhammer tearing up the roadwork outside an apartment window.

Just hearing the sound of cubes falling from the refrigerator icemaker into the dispenser sent a pang of nostalgia through Alyssa’s heart. In the distance, a siren from a police car could just barely be heard in the pauses of the road construction. Horns on cars joined the cacophony. The low hum of air conditioned air coming from the vents only served to keep the sparse moments of silence from being… silent.

In other words, quiet in Nod was quiet. Quiet on Earth was deafening.

The second thing that hit Alyssa was the air itself. Again, it was nostalgic. The smell had something to it that she couldn’t quite place. Pollution, probably, as much as she didn’t want to think that. As much as their politics were barbaric and the society was backwards, Lyria really had little in the way of pollution. She wasn’t sure what the city did with its waste—there were public outhouse-style facilities, yet no modern plumbing—but it wouldn’t surprise her to find out about a whole guild of low-ranked arcanists who used magic to keep everything clean. A janitorial guild.

Here and now? Alyssa drew in a deep breath through her nose. It might be pollution, but it was familiar. Air that she hadn’t breathed in months.

After breathing in, she immediately shivered. Not only was the air cool in general, but coming from a desert hot enough to still be sweltering even at nights, she felt like she had just entered a walk-in freezer. Alyssa grabbed both arms at the elbows, rubbing up and down.

Only then did she realize that she was missing the golden staff. Her hands were empty. No staff. No spell book.

“Here we are,” Tenebrael said, voice sounding as jovial as could be. “There is food in the kitchen, hot water, and even a soft bed, if you wanted to take a nap. Naturally, you cannot interact with anyone—or leave this room—until we’re—”

“Where is my stuff?”

“Stuff?” Tenebrael cocked her head to the side. “What stuff?”

“Don’t play dumb, you stupid angel. Where is the staff? Where are my and Irulon’s spell cards? My guns!”

“Everything I took from you is in a safe spot. I can’t afford to let you cast magic around here, so you’ll have to make do without for now.”

“Everything?” Alyssa said, looking down. She still had the dragon hide armor on and her satchel. Having left her backpack at the cave outside the military compound, that was all she had been carrying. That and her pistols. Which were gone. Scowling, she shot a glare at the angel.

“Don’t worry. This place is effectively sealed off. You won’t be leaving and no one will be entering. You won’t need your equipment.”

“What if some other angel wanders past and wonders why there’s an apartment room sealed off from the rest of… where are we, anyway?”

“Chicago.”

Alyssa blinked, frowning. “That’s a bit far from home.”

“Your murderer started quite the manhunt. He has evaded so far, but they’ll catch up to him eventually. And, speaking of, I do need to leave to make some preparations. I’ll be monitoring this area for any angelic presences, so don’t worry about that either. Should any angel discover you, I’ll be here to rescue you instantly.”

Alyssa couldn’t help but scoff. “Like Iosefael was supposed to keep us safe from Adrael?”

“If there is something that I cannot handle, then we’re both… screwed, as you humans say.” Waving a hand, Tenebrael turned slightly toward the window. “Anyway, I’ll be back in six hours. Eat some good food, take a nice long bath, and have—”

“Wait!” Tenebrael paused at Alyssa’s outburst, turning a head to her shoulder. Somehow, her wings didn’t get in the way of her stare. Alyssa started slowly, still trying to form a plan as she spoke. “Since… this apartment is cut off from everywhere… why not free Irulon from the Fractal Lock? She wanted to look around Earth anyway. It, uh, can’t hurt. Right?”

True to her word, Tenebrael had brought all three of the stasis victims. Irulon was still on Musca’s back, both unmoving. Izsha was to their side. Both were piled up on top of each other in the middle of the room. A coffee table and couch had been shoved aside to make room for them.

Was this an actual lived-in apartment? Or some construct of Tenebrael’s? If the former, wouldn’t the people notice their food going missing or tables being out of place? Where were the people anyway?

Vacation, maybe. And if Tenebrael put everything back to how it was, it was doubtful that anyone would notice.

Tenebrael let out a soft chuckle. “Free the woman who has half the Observatorium’s library memorized?” she said, shaking her head. “Earth would be in shambles by the time I got back.”

“But… she wouldn’t be that bad.”

“I brought her here on your request. You promised that you didn’t have anything planned.”

“I didn’t!”

“Then you’ll be fine on your own. See you soon!”

“But—”

Black feathers exploded out from the angel, filling the small apartment until they started disappearing. Alyssa brushed a hand back and forth in front of her face to get rid of a few that had clung to her. As she did so, she sighed. While it was true that she thought Irulon might be able to learn something, maybe even how to get here from the other world, it was also true that Irulon had wanted to see the sights of Earth. Maybe being trapped inside a single room with only a window to look out of wasn’t the best way to experience it, but, given her propensity for being skewered through the back, Alyssa was a little worried about her chances of ever being able to come here again.

Which was a very morbid thought to have. Shaking her head, Alyssa approached the windowed door of the balcony.

The apartment she was in was on the third floor of a building, looking out over a road that was under construction. While the door didn’t open even after unlocking it, there wasn’t much of a balcony to speak of anyway. No real reason to go outside. Sure, she could try shouting at the construction workers down below, but what would she say? Probably something that would not only get her locked up inside a sanatorium, but also something that would definitely irritate Tenebrael. Plus any other angels who wanted the plan to proceed without her distracting some construction workers.

Alyssa thought to take a picture of them. Irulon might be a little upset if she knew that she had been to Earth without being able to experience anything. A picture might alleviate that. Except… her phone didn’t appear in her hand when she called it. Patting down her satchel and the dragon hide pockets in a hurry, she started scowling. It’s gone! Presumably along with everything else that Tenebrael had taken from her. Had it even managed to record any of Tenebrael’s transferal spell?

“Damn that bitch.”

Her pockets were not completely empty, however. Alyssa pulled out a smooth stone. The red haze was gone, but hopefully that was because the spell had ended during the trip to Earth and not because something bad had happened to Kasita.

“I’m sorry,” she said softly. “I completely forgot. As soon as Tenebrael gets back, I’ll ask her what went wrong with you. It will be the very first thing. No getting distracted with talk of killing people or of going to other worlds. The first thing.”

It felt a bit useless, talking to a rock. Anyone who saw her would think she was either crazy or crazy lonely. Possibly both. But, if some small part of Kasita could hear her deep within the stone, she wanted the mimic to know that she did care.

Unfortunately, there was nothing she could do now. Without even a single spell card, she couldn’t try testing anything. Not that she would test random spells on her friend.

Gently setting the rock on the coffee table next to Irulon and the draken, Alyssa turned to explore the rest of the apartment.

She didn’t bother with the front door. Unless Tenebrael was the biggest idiot in the entire cosmos, it wouldn’t open. The rest of the apartment wasn’t all that large. It had two bedrooms. One had clearly been inhabited by a young girl judging by the decor and toys lying about. The other, as Tenebrael had said, contained a bed that looked great. Alyssa didn’t dare touch it. Her armor had come through the transportation spell caked with just as much dust and blood as had been on it beforehand.

So she moved to the bathroom. A nice place with stylish tile floor and a sizable tub. The apartment’s rent must cost a fortune. Lying on the counter across from the tub was a bathrobe. It looked soft, fluffy, and even had her name embroidered on the black fabric.

Looking up, Alyssa flinched. Like most bathrooms, this one had a mirror. The fact that it took her a full second to realize that she was looking at herself… Alyssa shuddered. She looked like garbage. Her hair would double as a nest for rats. Her face was covered in dirt with small streaks of red here and there. She looked thinner yet more muscular at the same time. With working out on the regular being a favorite activity of hers, she had always been well built.

Peeling the dragon hide off wasn’t the easiest thing in the world. With how much she had sweat from all the fighting and the sneaking about, it was worse than any other time she had removed it. Leaving the priceless armor in a heap on the floor, Alyssa stared at herself again.

Her breasts had shrunk. At the same time, her biceps looked a little thicker. Her abs had a definition to them that hadn’t been there two months ago. Touching at her shoulder, she inspected what had once been a deep gash. There should be a scar there. A reminder of how foolish she had been in challenging the Taker like she had. But Tenebrael had taken away her mistake, replacing it with smooth skin. Every other injury was the same, from her burned hand to her broken leg.

Flicking her eyes to her face, Alyssa scowled. There was something there that hadn’t been there before. Or maybe something missing that had been there. It was hard to tell which. Either way, something changed. Something she hadn’t noticed until now, looking into a modern mirror with a modern bathroom reflected around her. A hardness to her eyes. A frown where one didn’t belong. Or maybe it was her who didn’t belong…

Or maybe it was just the dirt and grime. Shaking her head, Alyssa felt a bit ridiculous. A bit overly melodramatic.

Cranking the water handle, she got the shower going. As much as she wanted to just sit and soak, she needed a shower first. Wash off all the grime and then fill the tub. No plan sounded better at the moment. She didn’t even bother stopping by the kitchen to see what food Tenebrael had provided.

Actually stepping into the steaming stream of water, Alyssa almost started crying. It had been… so long. Not just during her excursion through the desert. The public baths in Lyria, while something, just couldn’t compare. Running her fingers through her hair sent what felt like ten pounds of grease running off her body and down the drain.

And then she noticed the shampoo. Pumping a bit more than necessary and not caring in the slightest, she dug her fingers into her scalp, letting the suds foam up until she had a halo of apple-scented soap continually running down her shoulders.

Eventually, she decided to switch to a bath. She wasn’t quite sure that she felt clean despite spending twenty minutes under the steaming water, but she was tired and wanted to give her legs a rest. After angling the shower head to try to get all the dirt sticking to the walls to run down the drain, she used her foot to put the stopper in the water.

Sitting down with her head propped up against a small headrest, she let the shower beat against her bare chest. It was a poor man’s massage, but it was wonderful. Pure bliss. Only when the water level reached her neck did she reach up with her foot and turn off the water.

Alyssa closed her eyes, let out a deep sigh, and let the water soak in.

She didn’t know how long she remained in the water. The bathroom lacked a clock and, after getting fully relaxed, she might have dozed off a bit. Without the constant worry that something would pop out of the woodworks and bite her head off, now was the most relaxed she had felt in months.

But it didn’t last forever.

The door made a sound. It wasn’t a creaking as the hinges were well oiled. It was the click of the knob not being turned fully before the door pressed open.

And it sent a jolt of fear through Alyssa. All her relaxation vanished in an instant. Someone else was here. The door wasn’t locked. She hadn’t intended to stay in the bathroom, but the mirror and the clean water distracted her enough that she had forgotten. Who was it? The homeowner? A home invader? Her stomach sank. Alyssa was literally naked. No weapons. She didn’t even have the armor on. There wasn’t anything she could use within reach either.

Maybe the shower rod?

Alyssa scrambled to her feet, fumbling a bit with standing in the water. It was making a lot of noise, but she wouldn’t have been able to hide anyway. Arms above her head, inches from the rod, she froze.

For a moment, she thought she was looking in the mirror again. But she wasn’t. There were no tattoos down her arm. The breasts were larger. The face was shaped slightly different. It was familiar, but not her.

“Kasita?”

“Ufu~ don’t get up on my account.”

Alyssa closed her eyes. Still knee-deep in water, she just about fell over. A handle in the shower wall saved her. “You scared me half to death,” Alyssa said after a moment. “But… I’m glad you’re alright. I was worried.”

The smile on Kasita’s face slipped as she glanced off to the side. “Yeah. I’ve actually been fine for a while now.”

“A while?”

“Since you and Irulon were freeing the monsters,” she all but mumbled. “Thought I’d force myself to make an appearance before Tenebrael told you that nothing was wrong with me.” Turning away, she ran a finger over the silver sink faucet. “So this is your world, is it? Everything is so smooth.”

“Kasita…”

“And those orbs,” she said, looking up at the vanity lighting. “They’ve got little bits of hot metal in them. I can tell that much, but they’re so bright just from that?”

“Kasita,” Alyssa said again. She stepped out of the tub, dripping wet. Water would get everywhere, but what did she care? It wasn’t like this was her house. More importantly… “Are you alright?”

The mimic didn’t look back, instead reaching out to the faucet. She started, jumping a little as she turned on the water. It wasn’t until Alyssa put a hand on her shoulder that she finally stopped paying attention to her surroundings. Kasita didn’t turn around, but Alyssa could see the way her face fell in the mirror. “I was useless.”

“I—”

“Don’t deny it. When you and Irulon asked if I would find as much information as I could, I was elated. It was something that I could do, that I was uniquely suited for, while you two went off to destroy buildings. I almost immediately found that basement, then… I don’t even know what happened. The next thing I knew, you had picked me up. Irulon was freeing the monsters. And you two killed everyone without me doing a single valuable thing. I might as well have not been there.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together. This wasn’t like Kasita. The mimic giggled and smiled and took everything with a lackadaisical attitude, finding amusement in everything. This… must really be bothering her. Tightening her grip on Kasita’s shoulder, Alyssa spun the mimic around, wrapped her arms around her, and pulled her in close. A hug. A hug hopefully more comforting than the one Tenebrael had offered earlier. Kasita did wiggle a bit, but Alyssa was cheating. The mimic lacked the strength to get away… although, if she truly wanted to escape, Alyssa had watched her phase through a metal fence.

But the wiggling only lasted a moment or two before they both fell still. With her head on Kasita’s shoulder, Alyssa couldn’t see her face. Not even through the mirror, which just showed Kasita’s back and Alyssa.

“Never think you’re useless,” Alyssa said. She wasn’t sure if it was the right thing to say, but it felt right. “I am so grateful that I met you. And not just because you saved me from Rizk or from those guys on the Brechen Overlook or a hundred other things—which you did, by the way, all on your own. I think that I can be completely genuine when I say that you’ve become my best friend.

“My only friend, really,” Alyssa added after a moment. “I mean, I’d like to be friendlier with Irulon, but, between you and me, I don’t think she actually has friends. Or wants them. I think I might have burned some bridges with Oxart and Oz over that whole fairy thing, though I never really considered them friends to begin with. Tzheitza probably isn’t going to be too happy to see me after stealing her potions and then leaving her shop half destroyed, even if that latter bit was really Lumen’s fault… and… now I’m just depressing myself. I don’t have much to look forward to when we do get back to Lyria.” Not that there was anywhere else to go. “But,” she said quickly, realizing how what she had just said might have sounded, “don’t think I would trade you up for them. You’re my friend on your own merits. Never doubt that.”

Silence hung in the air for a long while. Alyssa was almost afraid to let go of Kasita, worried she might disappear. But eventually, Alyssa felt a pressure against her chest. Kasita pushing her away. There was another moment of hesitation, but Alyssa relented, not wanting to cling overly much. She almost expected to see a tear-streaked face when Kasita backed up enough. But there was nothing. Just a blank face without a trace of a smile. Which was sad enough on its own. Then again, Kasita probably didn’t cry at all. She could probably make herself look like she was crying, but her form, Alyssa had to remind herself, was illusory. A construct built up to project herself onto the world.

“Those are all people from our—from my world. Surely you have someone here that you want to see.”

That question made Alyssa wince. “Not really. My family, of course. My parents and my brother, even my grandparents and Uncle Earl… but that’s family. I have coworkers—or… had coworkers. I was friendly with them, but I’ve never once interacted with them outside working hours. There were a few people back in high school, but we’ve all grown our separate ways. I haven’t spoken with one of them in… a year at least. I usually keep to myself while at the gym and I attended community college while living at home, going to mostly night classes. Night classes have an overabundance of older people that I just never connected with… So no. I’ve got no one apart from my family.”

Something in what Alyssa had said put a small smile on Kasita’s face. She wasn’t sure exactly which point caused that smile, but she was just glad that something had. Crisis averted for the moment, Alyssa took her eyes off Kasita. A large part of her wanted to jump back into the warm water and just soak forever. Pretty much all of her, actually. But she was already out. Just standing there had gotten her at least partially dry. Might as well finish up. The kitchen was calling and, she had to admit, she felt just a little awkward about standing around completely naked while Kasita wore that dragon hide armor. Kasita didn’t look wet at all, but she was at least somewhat illusory, so that wasn’t surprising.

Grabbing the towel off the rack, and after getting over the mild surprise that the towels were quite warm to the touch, Alyssa set to drying herself off. “What about you?” she asked. “Any friends or family? I haven’t seen you speak with anyone really. Just those Waterhole monsters.”

“Mimics don’t have much in the way of family. We reproduce without a partner and the ‘child’ is fully formed on birth, so a parent doesn’t need to stick around. None of that crawling around all helpless like you humans do for half your lives.”

Alyssa didn’t bother commenting on that snipe. She was too busy trying to wring out her hair. There was probably a blow dryer somewhere around, but that would be noisy and obnoxious, so she made do with the towel alone.

“There was a human, once,” Kasita said, turning back to the mirror. “Lexar was his name. He didn’t know I was a mimic, but I suppose you could say that we were friends. At least, we were as long as he thought I was a human.” She paused, frowning at herself in the mirror before giving a snide chuckle. Not like her usual giggles. The sad sound of it made Alyssa pause in her efforts to dry off. “I was naive,” Kasita continued, taking no notice of Alyssa’s lack of movement. “Thought it wouldn’t matter, that we could be friends despite me being a monster. I told him. He betrayed me, tricked me into getting myself trapped. Captured. A few years later and a long story cut short, I wound up at the Waterhole.”

“That’s… horrible,” Alyssa said, feeling like she should hug Kasita again. She refrained. In high school, lots of the girls often gave each other hugs, but they had always felt a bit awkward to her. Right now, so soon after she had just let go of Kasita, she felt that another hug would be more awkward than comforting. So she said instead, “I’m sorry you had to go through that. A few years… couldn’t you have escaped? Slipped away?”

“Probably. But I was a bit upset with everything. Depressed that all my efforts to be kind to a human wound up… well. I didn’t see a good point to escaping. By the time I was in the right mindset to want to escape, I had grown somewhat attached to some of the other slaves. Pho and I were sold to the Waterhole together. I didn’t really want to leave at that point.”

Slipping on the robe bearing her name, Alyssa looked to Kasita. “Do you miss her? Pho?”

With a wan smile, Kasita shrugged. “There was an attachment there, but only a mild one. Free, she’ll return to her hive. Even if I had followed her, I wouldn’t belong. Not even if I disguised myself as a bee for the rest of my life. She’s with her people and I’m happy for her, but I wouldn’t be happy to be with her, pretending to be something I’m not.”

“That’s… What about right now?” Alyssa waved a hand up and down. “Are you happy pretending to be a human? I don’t mind if you want to be that spider thing. That is your true form, isn’t it? You don’t have to pretend around me. And I’m sure Irulon wouldn’t mind—”

Kasita held up a hand. “Let me stop you there. I don’t have a true form. It certainly isn’t that spider thing, as you put it. I might look like that naturally, but the amount of time I’ve spent in it is probably less than ten minutes. Over my whole life. No. I might not be one, but, maybe because I’ve spent so much time as one, I identify with being a human far more than any creature. Even if they scorn me when they find out what I am.”

“Not all of us. I don’t. I don’t think Irulon does either. And I bet we’re not the only ones. There is no such thing as a unified mindset. I bet there are millions of humans who don’t like the treatment that monsters get. Especially ones like you. I mean, wasn’t Irulon talking about a village that worshiped a gaunt? If a whole village can worship a gaunt, I’m sure plenty of people can at least be respectful toward you, if not friendly.”

“They sure do a good job of hiding it.”

“Yeah. And that’s just the state of the world. Maybe it will change eventually. In fact, it might have already started to change, with Irulon and the Second Prince.” Though that was a fairly large might. Irulon didn’t seem to care about much on an empathetic level, basing her cares on how useful things were to her. Brakkt, Alyssa knew less about, but even if he deeply cared for the draken, he didn’t seem like he was much of a policy maker. That job probably resided with his older brother.

But that was neither here nor there… or, it was there, but Alyssa was here at the moment. It was still worth thinking about. She wanted to do something for the people and monsters of Lyria, and she found herself in a unique position. There was a philosophy about leaving the world better than how one came into it, and that was more literal for her and Nod than anything else. With her more modern sensibilities, she felt like she was more enlightened than the rest of the people of Nod.

Then again, she would have to carefully look over everything she did. Thinking that she knew better than all the people with decades of experience in dealing with monsters was how she wound up ruining her relationships with practically everyone except Irulon and Kasita. If she ever found herself in a position to make policies, she needed—vitally required an adviser.

Like that will ever happen, she thought with a mental scoff. “Let’s get out of here and go sit down. This is exactly what I was talking about the other day, getting to know each other. Since we seem to be stuck here for a while, talking more is a great use of our time.” Besides that, the kitchen might contain modern food. That thought alone had her stomach yearning to switch rooms to see what she might find.

“I think I’d like that,” Kasita said, nodding her head after a moment. “And you can tell me all about this world while you’re at it. I wasn’t wholly feigning my interest in all the smooth surfaces.” Her smile grew wider and wider. “Imagine that. I’m the first monster to ever set foot on this world. The first person to experience it. What a wondrous happenstance.”

“It isn’t that great. And we can’t leave the apartment without Tenebrael.”

“There is more than enough to inspect around here! Like this, for instance.” Kasita took a few steps to the side. “What is this? It’s so smooth all around and full of water.”

Alyssa blinked before shaking her head with a chuckle. “That’s a toilet.”

            

    
        022.004 There and Back Again - Heart-to-Heart

    
    
    
    
                Now that she was clean, well fed, and calmed down, sitting around the apartment felt awkward.

The initial shock of being back on Earth had worn off. It helped that she couldn’t actually leave the apartment. The fridge held a seemingly endless supply of anything she could want to eat, mostly fast food. Burgers from just about every chain restaurant in both chicken and beef varieties, chicken nuggets, Chinese takeout, pizza, submarine sandwiches, hot dogs, fries, sushi, tacos and nachos, and even doughnuts and pretzels. At first, Alyssa had felt a bit put-off at the thought of eating a burger from the fridge, but the second she had cracked open the cardboard container, a steamy aroma filled the air. It might as well have been fresh from the grill. There were some magical shenanigans going on.

If companies could use stasis magic to keep food permanently fresh, the world would change over night. A fridge that worked the same way as each of these containers, for example. Just thinking about how magic could revolutionize modern society was mind boggling. Food alone would change. There were always articles about how much food went to waste, especially in America. She couldn’t actually look any up at the moment thanks to her phone having been taken away, but she knew the numbers were staggering. Milk would never spoil, bread would never grow mold. Removing the waste would increase the distribution. The ability to permanently preserve food alone would end world hunger overnight.

There would be all kinds of side effects stemming off from a fridge that applied stasis to its contents upon being shut as well. It presumably wouldn’t use electricity. If the entire world stopped powering one refrigerator per household, how much electricity would be saved? Milk didn’t need to be kept cold to preserve it with a stasis spell, though people would probably still want to drink cold milk. Glasses with a chill spell could replace that. The rabbit hole just went deeper from there.

Electricity couldn’t be replaced entirely. Not until magic caught up in the communications department. The internet and even just texting and calling were far far too convenient compared to Message. Electric lights were better as well when compared to the light potion or equivalent spell. For local transportation, cars were superior to anything she had seen in Lyria, but they could probably be improved with magic. Longer distance could be revolutionized completely. She hadn’t seen any Stargate-like thing that could be used for moving mass amounts of product on Lyria, but magic could teleport things. A few years of research on that subject would probably put airlines and sea shipping out of business.

It was amazing how much Alyssa could think of just off the top of her head. Positing the question of how magic would impact the modern world to a bunch of high schoolers for an essay would probably result in a million possibilities that she would never think of.

Of course, the only reason Alyssa had thought of what she had was because of how much sitting around she was doing. Which was where the awkwardness came from. It wasn’t Kasita, though being watched so intently as she shoved spicy noodles down her throat did make Alyssa a little shifty. She had offered some to Kasita, but the mimic’s illusory body didn’t eat the same way people did.

Still, while awkward, that wasn’t the worst. It was just that, since being thrown into the other world, Alyssa felt like she hadn’t stopped moving for a second. First it was exploring outside her house, then getting to Lyria, then all the nonsense between the Society of the Burning Shadow and the Waters Street gang, then her traipse through the desert. Chatting with Kasita was nice, but sitting around and twiddling her thumbs while doing so? Alyssa felt like she needed to be walking somewhere at least.

But she couldn’t. There was nowhere to walk. The apartment only had six rooms and two of those were more or less the same room with just a counter separating the kitchen from the dining area.

Eyes flicking over to the clock on the wall, Alyssa sighed. Six hours? Was that what Tenebrael had said? It had only been two and a half and she was already stir-crazy. And almost an hour of that had been in the bath.

Shoving the takeout box and chopsticks aside, Alyssa looked back to Kasita. The mimic, sitting on the couch to Alyssa’s side, looked happy enough. They had been talking about a great many things so far. From differences between Alyssa’s world and Kasita’s world, Alyssa’s family, Kasita’s mischief as a mimic, to some of the less-than-pleasant happenings at the Waterhole and Kasita’s time being captured by humans.

There was some hate there. Real, unbridled hatred. She tried to keep her tone light, but it always took a slightly sour note when talking about the people who had her in chains. It was subtle and Alyssa could tell that she was trying to hide it, but she wasn’t doing a perfect job. Even her eyes held no small amount of hostility to them, which Alyssa found surprising given Kasita’s control over her superficial appearance.

It was a wonder she still decided to go among humans. Even if she didn’t want to be a bee, elves were human enough that she probably would get used to living with them relatively quick.

“You mentioned a hellhound you were friends with at the Waterhole?” Alyssa said, changing the subject from the humans to Kasita’s fellow monsters. That seemed a more comfortable topic in general. It was far from Alyssa’s intention to rile or upset her friend. At the same time, she still wanted to know about Kasita’s past.

“Selpa, or Selaphia, but I preferred the shorter version. She had a fire to her. A tenacity that the humans just couldn’t break. And did they ever try. I admired that about her. She and I had a plan to kill all the humans in the Waterhole. All we needed was the key to her chains. Svotty kept the keys well hidden because of me, but he wasn’t perfect. One day, Svotty slipped. I saw it, memorized the shape, and ran straight to Selpa. Only to walk in on the Taker wiping Selpa’s blood from his blade.”

Alyssa winced, feeling like she had just shoved her foot into her mouth. That was not how she wanted this conversation to go. Then again, what had she expected? The hellhound had obviously not been there when she freed the monsters. In a place like the Waterhole, nothing good could have come of someone missing.

Kasita continued on, not commenting on or not caring about Alyssa’s flinch, staring slightly off to one side with a hardness to her eyes that Alyssa recognized. “I don’t know if they found out about our plan or if they simply decided that she was too much of a liability—Selpa was popular for being so exotic and unusual, but frequently injured many of her… customers. Either way, she died. I still think that Svotty must have shown me that key on purpose, knowing what I would find.”

“I’m sorry,” Alyssa said after a moment, not sure what else to say.

“Mhm. Ufu~ I was a bit upset with you at having stolen my revenge away, but that didn’t last for long. As a mimic, I knew that I wasn’t going to get anything satisfying out of it. Poison just doesn’t seem like it would be enough for the likes of him, which was my next plan. So I’m glad I saw the corpse. It looked like he died in pain.” Her eyes softened as they turned to Alyssa. “I suppose I should thank you, not just for allowing me some vicarious revenge, but… I had been worried that Rizk was going to end up the same way. I had avoided getting too close to her and I never suggested that we should kill the humans together, too worried that the Taker would find out. The only comfort I did offer her was turning into a member of her species after particularly rough days. And I still regret doing so little for her.”

Alyssa almost opened her big mouth again, telling Kasita that her actions with Rizk might have ended up saving the lizard’s life. The thing that stopped her was a fear that such a comment could be taken as definite blame that it had been Kasita’s fault that the hellhound had died. “I’m sure she appreciated what you did do,” she said instead, focusing on what Kasita did do. “Turning into a fellow salamander kept Rizk from strangling me, calming her down enough for that. That’s proof that she appreciated you.”

“I hope she’s recovered.”

“I’m sure she has. Just taking off her chains turned her from staring blankly ahead to… well, you saw her before she disappeared.”

“A flame salamander lives a long time. As long as she made it away from humans without too many incidents, I think she’ll recover.”

“Good,” Alyssa said, glad that there was some kind of happy ending to that conversation. “I met a hellhound,” she said after a lengthy lull. “It wasn’t quite what I had expected.”

“I know. That you met a hellhound, that is.”

“You know? Oh. Right. You were awake.”

Kasita shifted slightly, leaning over the coffee table to peek into the folded paper box. “Yeah,” she said. “What were you expecting?”

“I’m not sure, but it sure wasn’t for that hellhound to be so… helpful. And friendly? I mean, I thought she was going to hug me for a minute there.”

“She was imprinting, I think.”

“Uh. I hope that word means something different to you than it does to me.” At this point, Alyssa had nothing against the hellhound personally. She hadn’t tried to attack, which was a nice bonus. More than that, she had seemed reasonable, if highly suspicious, while talking with Irulon. But just because she had nothing against the hound didn’t mean that Alyssa wanted a human cross giant dog following her around calling her mother. She could already hear Tzheitza and Oz complaining, not to mention the looks she would get from people in the city.

As much as she didn’t want to consider it, Lyria needed a threat. A real one. Not those little skirmishes that they fought on occasion with the Juno Federation. They needed an existential yet defeatable threat that put both the humans and the monsters into a state of uncertainty. The threat needed to be great enough that the humans would have to ask for help from the elves and other monsters with the monsters willing to agree. Some singular threat so great that they had to unify and get over their stupid hate for one another. Alyssa was perfectly cognizant that not every monster would join or could be reasoned with, but there were enough that could that it was ridiculous that they kept whining about things like mimics and draken.

A war was about all she could think of that would cause that. The Juno Federation mind controlling monsters seemed like it would possibly work, but it would only increase enmity for monsters in practice. The only other big worries she had heard about were regarding demons and their plague. That seemed like it would kill a whole lot of people, however.

She shuddered at the mere thought that she had considered using a tragedy to further her agenda. Even if it would be good for the world in the long run, exposing innocent monsters and humans to a plague just to get them to unite was a horrid thought. The road to Hell is paved with good intentions. Literally, in this case.

“Alyssa?”

Blinking, Alyssa glanced up to Kasita. “Sorry? Got a bit distracted in my thoughts. You were saying?”

“Hellhounds like shows of strength. I imagine that she’s become a bit infatuated with both you and Irulon, and the draken too,” Kasita added. “Killing all those humans while she was stuck watching would have left an impression. And then destroying the building too.”

“The build—I was fighting Adrael.”

“I know that, but she wouldn’t.”

“Right,” Alyssa said, nodding. Of course the hellhound couldn’t have known. “So what is she going to do now? Follow us around?” Irulon, or her clone at least, had mentioned wanting to domesticate the gaunt to be a monster companion to her like the draken were to Brakkt. A hellhound seemed like a much better companion than a gaunt. And, if the hound wanted to follow Irulon around, that was one less thing for Alyssa to deal with.

Yes. That was a good plan. Let the princess deal with monsters in the city. Alyssa had her hands full with Kasita and Kasita wasn’t much trouble at all.

“I think it depends,” Kasita said. “She might follow you around, or she might decide that you being humans is just too much for her. With us missing from the town, however, she might leave on her own. I feel a little bad about it, poor girl didn’t even get to say goodbye.”

Alyssa didn’t feel broken up about it in the slightest. The hellhound would probably be happier returning home or finding a new place to live that didn’t involve humans hating her presence every minute of the day. “I guess we’ll find out when we get back.”

As much as she had missed home, Alyssa was looking forward to returning to Lyria. Or maybe she was just missing freedom. She could hardly call it a vacation to Earth while stuck inside a tiny apartment. Glancing over at the wall clock to see how much time she had left in this admittedly well furnished prison, Alyssa started. More time had passed than she had thought. With good old fashioned electric lighting, she hadn’t even noticed the darkening of the sky outside the window.

Tenebrael had said six hours. Time was just about up. Unless she had been extremely precise in her estimate, she could show up any moment now. Alyssa expected to glance to the side to find feathers already filling the room. Instead, she stopped on Kasita.

And had a thought.

“I’m not sure that Tenebrael knows you’re here.” The angel was not omniscient. She could easily have missed Kasita being a rock. “Maybe it would be best if you turn back into a rock. Tenebrael probably won’t care, but I’d rather not take the chance that she gets upset and wipes your memory or something equally distasteful.”

“That… would be unpleasant, yes. Shall I just go back to being a rock then?”

“Probably for the best to keep as much unchanged as possible. I’m not sure how soon she’ll be here.”

“I understand. Just don’t leave me behind. Or… maybe—”

“Kasita. I wouldn’t have a problem with you roaming Earth, but I think angels would take an exception if they noticed you. And if there is some way to track you back to your world, they’ll probably find out about Tenebrael. The whole reason she brought me here is to keep the angels from finding out and destroying that world.” Alyssa leaned forward, grabbing Kasita’s hands. “I’m coming back to Earth one day. Under my own power and with some way to keep angels off my back. I promise that I’ll bring you with me if you want to come at that time, but please don’t do anything that will get Nod blown up with me on it… or at all, for that matter.”

“No. That wouldn’t be good, would it,” Kasita said, looking around with a sigh. “Seems a shame to come to a whole new world that no one has ever visited before and not see more than one room.”

“Can’t argue with that. I’m a bit upset too.”

“Shall I turn now?”

“Probably for the best. I’m just going to try to clean that dragon hide armor as much as I can before Tenebrael arrives. Nothing exciting.”

Kasita didn’t say another word, turning into a rock on the coffee table. Alyssa immediately picked it up and slid it into the pocket of her bathrobe before heading to the bathroom. The outfit was right where she had left it. She started out by picking it up with only two fingers, keeping it at arm’s length. She was clean and it wasn’t. But this had to be done. Getting it looking sleek and black again would be nice, but cleaning the inside was far more important.

To start with, Alyssa turned on the tub’s faucet again. There weren’t any washing machines inside the apartment, but even if there were, she wouldn’t toss it in. First of all, there probably wasn’t enough time. Secondly, while supposedly invulnerable to everything but angelic weapons, soap and detergent might ruin the lining. So she was only going to give it a rinsing. A thorough rinse, but a rinse nonetheless.

Really, she should have done this a long time ago, giving it a chance to dry out. Still, watching the tub basin turn brown with mud and dirt was satisfying in a way that Alyssa couldn’t quite put to words. Grabbing a wash cloth, she started doing a bit of a deep scrubbing. The exterior didn’t need anything other than water and a quick swipe of the cloth. Everything just ran off like it had been treated with water proofing chemicals. On the inside, she gave extra attention to the armpits and other ‘heavy sweat’ areas.

By the time Alyssa was satisfied, a whole hour had passed. With still no sign of Tenebrael, Alyssa was starting to get a little nervous. What if something had happened? What if some Seraphim showed up and killed Tenebrael. Angels were not omniscient, meaning that it was entirely possible she could be forgotten inside this tiny apartment for… ever, basically. The fridge had an endless supply of food, so she wouldn’t starve. Kasita was pleasant company. But this was still a tiny room.

Irulon and the draken would be free eventually. Maybe they could figure out a way outside. They would still run into the problem of angels. No matter what, staying here in the long term was just not a good idea.

Just as she started to get worried about spending potentially the rest of her life in a tiny room with two hungry dinosaurs, Alyssa saw it.

A black feather.

Alyssa turned to the bathroom door to find Tenebrael standing on the other side, holding out a snubnosed revolver by the barrel.

“I hope you’re ready to go. I meant to be back a bit earlier, but had to dance around a little Guardian.”

Turning her gaze from the revolver to Tenebrael’s glowing eyes without touching the gun, Alyssa put her hands to her hips. “I’m not shooting anyone. I’m not killing this man.”
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                “Oh come now Alyssa, be reasonable. We don’t have time to sit around and argue.”

Alyssa crossed her arms, shaking her head. “No.”

“Alyssa—”

The angel’s voice turned to a far less reasonable tone. Before she could get too angry, Alyssa interrupted her. “But! I have to ask: Does he actually need to die?”

Tenebrael pulled the small pistol back, frowning as she stared. “I’ve already explained quite clearly and in simple terms that yes, he does.” All hints of a good mood had vanished from Tenebrael’s words. Where they normally had an almost melodic tune to them, there was now nothing but ice. “Since you are asking, I assume that you’ve got something else to say.”

Alyssa nodded quickly, not wanting to raise more ire from the angel. Even with all she had done, all the insults she had thrown at the angel and all the complaints, she couldn’t remember Tenebrael being so… angry. Only killing the man who was supposed to kill Alyssa had stripped Tenebrael of her constant air of bemusement before. Even then, she hadn’t been angry. Worried, yes. And that only lasted until she had settled on her decision to kidnap Alyssa.

Speaking of… “Did I need to die?”

That got Tenebrael to blink. She was still frowning, but she did raise an eyebrow.

Alyssa took that as a cue to continue. “It’s quite simple. I would say that I’m surprised that you haven’t thought of it except you’ve already told me that you literally can’t consider some options. He doesn’t need to die to keep the timeline going, or whatever. Just do what you did to me. There were news reports after I got to your world that claimed I had died. You made a fake body, right? Do that now. Bring the guy back here while leaving his fake body in the alley, then send us all back to Nod.”

It was such a simple solution. The guy might not be too happy—Alyssa sure as hell hadn’t been—but it was better than being dead. Alyssa didn’t have to kill anyone innocent, which was a nice plus. The fake dead body could be found by police, thus preserving the future. A perfect plan, if she said so herself.

“Won’t work,” Tenebrael said, shaking her head. Reaching forward, she grabbed Alyssa’s hand, pressed the pistol into her palm, and closed her fingers around its grip. “Now, if you don’t mind…”

The stupid angel sure knew how to bring down her good mood. “Why not?”

“With you, I had possession of Iosefael’s book. She was the one in charge of collecting your soul, originally. The same isn’t the case here. Another Principality has authority over this death. If she shows up and finds a body with no soul, she is going to start investigating. I’ve already got problems with Iosefael and now Adrael. I can’t just go around tying up every angel that crosses my path.”

Alyssa glanced down at the pistol in her hand. It was her turn to scowl. “Can’t you?”

“No. Someday, I’ll have granted myself the autonomy and authority required to do something like that. But that day is not today. I’m sorry. I know you don’t want—”

“So this angel expects to find a soul with this body. You’re just missing a soul to give her?”

“You’ve made a valiant attempt to save this man’s life,” Tenebrael said. The ice in her voice had melted to something somber. Almost as if she were sad that things had to be this way. Alyssa honestly couldn’t tell if it were genuine or not. “I want to do away with these foolish books as much as you do. If we work together, maybe we can do it. But we won’t accomplish anything if the Astral Authority crashes down on us. There isn’t enough time to return to Nod, find a suitable soul, and return. If you had mentioned this earlier…”

“We can do it now. All you’re missing is a soul,” Alyssa said, getting a little excited. She started moving away from the angel. “I have one right here.”

Tenebrael’s eyes widened. Faster than Alyssa had seen her move before, the angel clasped her hands around Alyssa’s. Or, more specifically, the gun in Alyssa’s hand. “You fool. I’m not letting you kill yourself over this. I won’t be able to heal you if you shoot yourself in the head.”

Alyssa blinked, shook her head, and tried yanking her arm out of the angel’s grip.

It didn’t budge.

“I’m not suicidal.” Ugh. Stupid angel. “Give me my hand back and look.”

They were still in the bathroom. Neither had moved a step since Tenebrael appeared. But, in addition to dropping her armor, she had also dropped her satchel here. When, after hesitating a moment, Tenebrael let her go, Alyssa headed straight for the satchel. She set the gun on the ground, rummaging through it. Bits and bobs that she had collected went to the floor as she dug through it. Notebooks, pens, ink vials, a dagger, bullets, magazines, a protein bar that looked a lot flatter than it should have been.

“Here!” Grasping a misshapen gemstone, Alyssa got back to her feet. “Can’t you just shove this into a fake body.”

Shoving it into Tenebrael’s hands, the angel had no choice but to accept it. At first, she looked dismissive. Alyssa thought she caught her eyes rolling. It was hard to tell with the glow. But the dismissive attitude quickly vanished. She brought the crystal right up to her face, turning it over. It started floating above her fingertips, rotating in the air.

“Why—How do you have this? Did Iosefael… no, she couldn’t have.”

“Does it matter right now? You said we’re low on time. Can you use it or can’t you?”

“I… might be able to disguise it well enough.” Clenching her fist around the gem, she nodded her head. “Alright. We’ll try it your way. If the entirety of creation comes down on us, I will make sure you know it was your fault every second until our obliteration.”

“Just think of it as an experiment. We’re testing whether or not someone else introduced to your world can perceive you and how your book reacts to their presence.”

“There are safer ways to do that than muddling about with Earth.”

Alyssa could only shrug and smile. While she was glad that Tenebrael was listening to her, the smile was a nervous sort. Now that she was actually thinking about it, what if she did cause the Astral Authority to notice Tenebrael’s actions. It could be her fault that the entirety of Nod wound up destroyed.

“Grab the pistol. We’ll still need it.”

Glancing over to the mess on the floor, Alyssa hesitated, but eventually nodded. “Right.” If whatever Tenebrael had planned didn’t work… well, she might not have much choice then. If it came down to one person versus an entire planet, Alyssa couldn’t, in good conscience, not pull the trigger. Could she? Shuddering, Alyssa picked up the pistol, hoping that she wouldn’t have to find out.

Alyssa stiffened as a pair of arms and two pairs of black wings encircled her from behind. All light cut off, save for a faint white projecting on the inside of the wings. It had to be from Tenebrael’s glowing eyes. But the angel didn’t say a word. Neither did Alyssa.

She barely felt anything at all. The first thing she did feel was the air. The apartment had been a fairly average room temperature. Outdoors at night was a bit chilly, even through her thick bathrobe. As the wings parted, Alyssa saw the telltale sign of Tenebrael’s teleportation drifting to the ground around her. Each feather disappeared on contact with anything solid until all that was left was a dark alley with a flickering street lamp.

Blinking a few times to try to get her eyes back to normal after going through a sudden light change, Alyssa took a step away from Tenebrael.

And immediately regretted moving.

“Ugh. I just took a bath.” The bottoms of her calloused feet were scraping against the wet alley asphalt. “Couldn’t you have let me put on some shoes first? I’m going to cut my feet on a broken beer bottle and die of dysentery.”

“You don’t get dysentery from stepping on broken glass. And we have other things to worry about at the moment.” Tenebrael waved her hand to a large garbage bin only a few steps away. “That is our target.”

At first, Alyssa thought the angel was joking around. Then she saw it. She had thought that a large bag of trash was leaning up against the bin, but no. There was definitely a man in there. Eyes better adjusted to the darkness, she could easily make out the thick beard, dripping with water. A bit of cardboard, pinned between the man’s head and the metal garbage bin, did little to keep the pouring rain from soaking the man.

Alyssa hadn’t even realized it was raining. None of it was touching her. Glancing up, she could barely see droplets splashing against an invisible shield. The water disappeared as it ran down, making her view completely unobstructed.

Looking back down, she couldn’t help the grimace on her face. Couldn’t the poor man find a bridge or an overpass to hide under, at the very least? Some overhang that would keep him dry as he slept? How could anyone even sleep like this? As of late, Alyssa had no trouble sleeping under the stars, but during a monsoon? No way would she be able to do so. And with two people talking right in front of her? She would be awake in an instant, though Tenebrael was probably invisible. She might have done something to turn Alyssa invisible too.

Yet, despite the rain, at least, he looked almost peaceful in his slumber. His face, rugged and weathered, was at peace. If she hadn’t known that he was supposed to be shot to death, she might have thought that he was already dead.

“Do you regret trying to save him now, after seeing what he looks like?”

“No.” He was pitiful. Tenebrael had said that he had once been in the military. Alyssa’s mother had been in the military as well. Had things been different, she could have wound up in his place. Of course, he stole and deserted. Her mother hadn’t. Alyssa wouldn’t be surprised to find that he had spent a while in prison, military or regular. It had clearly taken its toll on him. She couldn’t even begin to guess his age. Late fifties, maybe? He could just as easily be in his early thirties. “I feel sorry for him.”

“Oh? How many people at street corners holding up cardboard signs have you driven past on your way to work. How many have you stopped for? Have you ever handed out a dime to any of them? What makes this one so special that you’ve got to go out of your way to save him?”

Tearing her eyes from the trash bag and the human inside, Alyssa glared at the angel. She… didn’t want to answer that question. It brought up disconcerting feelings. “I’m not a good person, alright? I think all the… deaths… all the murders I’ve committed speak to that. But I’m not a psychopath. If you put someone in front of me like this, of course I’m going to feel sorry for them. I might have driven past a hundred homeless people in my life, always trying to avoid eye contact. That doesn’t mean my first instinct is to shoot them.”

Tenebrael didn’t say anything aside from a soft hum.

“Maybe Nod will be good for him. He clearly isn’t getting what he needs here.”

“If you haven’t changed your mind about killing him, I suppose we’ll find out.”

Alyssa almost shouted at the angel, but Tenebrael didn’t even look her way before she raised a hand.

“Partially severing target’s connection to this world.”

A rather familiar set of symbols rose up around Tenebrael’s outstretched hand. It wasn’t quite Fractal Lock, but there were definitely a few similarities. A few subtle movements around the man vanished as the miracle took effect. His breathing, which Alyssa had barely noticed before, stilled, as did the slight movement behind his closed eyelids. The water running from his form changed the way it flowed. His beard remained as stiff as stone, no longer pushed about by the currents. The ripples in the bag around his body stopped their minor fluctuations with his body’s movement and the weight of the rain.

“Matter generation,” Tenebrael said, pointing slightly to one side. “Water, carbon, ammonia, lime, phosphorous, salt…” she trailed off, sounding almost hesitant before finally finishing, “and the rest.”

“And the rest? That doesn’t sound very exact.”

“It doesn’t need to be perfect. It just needs to hold a soul long enough for an angel to collect it, then remain in one piece until it is buried underground. Now stop distracting me.” The glow in the angel’s eyes cut off as she closed them. At the same time, the blackish white light around her fingernails brightened. “Weaving,” she said, simply.

In front of Alyssa’s eyes, a body started to form. The process started with a yellowish goop that quickly wound up surrounded by a white plaster, forming the shape of bones. She recognized the hips, femurs, spine, ribs, and skull. Soon enough, Alyssa was standing before something out of a high school science class’ closet.

Red started wrapping around the white bones next. Seeing the muscle and the organs in the torso had her feeling a little queasy, but what really made her turn away was the eyeballs. Dark brown eyes with no skin around them almost made her throw up. The noise didn’t help much either. The whole process produced one long, uninterrupted squelch. From then on, she couldn’t watch.

Turning to the alley’s entrance, Alyssa grimaced a little at the feeling under her feet as she walked a few steps away. The rain still didn’t fall on her, but whatever shield was around her didn’t stop the ground from being soaked.

The street outside the alley was more or less deserted. There were a lot of boarded up windows and faded shop signs. Never having been to Chicago, she couldn’t say where in the city she was, but it clearly wasn’t a well kept area. Sirens droned on in the distance. Remembering Tenebrael’s words about her would-be killer leading a manhunt, she wondered if they were for him. Then again, this was Chicago. There probably wasn’t a single time of the night without sirens.

Just about ready to turn back to see if Tenebrael had finished, Alyssa hesitated at seeing a shadow rushing toward the alley.

Lightning struck a building. For a single instant, she saw the face of the man from all those nights ago. A face that still haunted her dreams on occasion. The exact face that haunted her varied between three forms, the blank eyes of the dead body, the murderous rage of a man bent on killing her, and that of a father who had lost his son.

The face that flashed in the lightning was none of those. It looked alive, but Alyssa couldn’t detect a trace of emotion on the body’s face. Rather, it reminded Alyssa quite a lot of those toys that Irulon had made. Which, she supposed, might be closer to the truth than not. Whatever had become of him, Alyssa found herself detached. She had thought that she might feel something. Fear or anger, maybe regret. Without Tenebrael in the equation, him deciding to rob her house had started everything.

But she just looked at his lanky walk with dispassion. More interesting were the sirens. They sounded like they were getting louder.

It must be almost time. Alyssa could already see what was supposed to happen. Her killer would panic at seeing police, run down the alley. The victim might notice and try to stop him… or maybe just get in the way. The pistol currently in her hands could belong to either of them at this point, but it was clear who would wind up with its bullets embedded in their chest.

Flashing red and blue lights lit up the sides of the buildings. The lights were quickly followed by a pair of patrol cars. As soon as he saw them, he started sprinting straight toward Alyssa. Despite herself, she did feel her pulse jump at that. Just a little. Still, she ducked back into the alley, not wanting to be seen. She was fairly certain that nobody could see her even though she didn’t have shards of fractal magic swirling about, but just in case Tenebrael had forgotten, she didn’t take the chance.

“Are you done yet? The police are here.” They really were cutting it close.

It looked like Tenebrael was almost done. When Alyssa had turned away, the body looked like something from a horror movie. Now it looked like the twin of the man in stasis. Except… it wasn’t quite. Although she had likened him to a corpse earlier, the man in stasis was definitely alive. This thing was not. It slumped against the trash bin where the victim had been, eyes half-open with a vacant stare. This thing was a true corpse. A man whose soul had left… or rather, it had never possessed a soul in the first place.

Tenebrael had the soul crystal out, keeping it floating between her and the body. It was coming unraveled, turning from a lump of a gemstone into a smoky mist.

“When I put this soul into the body, I need you to shoot it twice. Once in the stomach and once in the left chest area. You need to be up close to leave muzzle burns on his body. So get over here.”

“Right.” Alyssa pulled out the pistol and moved right up next to Tenebrael. Holding the pistol in both hands, she checked it over, found the safety, and flicked it off.

Her would-be killer rounded the corner at the same time. Despite running like the devil was at his heels, his face still showed no expression whatsoever. Creepy, Alyssa thought with a frown. Even worse than the body in front of her because it was actually moving.

“Now!”

With the slight distraction of the walking corpse, Alyssa wasn’t as on the ball as she should have been. Tenebrael shoved the mist forward as if it were a solid object.

The body took a breath. Its eyes, formerly dead and vacant, lit up with life. There was a brief instant of confusion present on the bearded face.

Then it started screaming. A howl of pure despair. One that would give a shadow assassin nightmares. The eyes widened as it started clawing at its face. Fingernails dug into its skin, staining the falling rain red.

“Alyssa!”

Sucking in a breath, Alyssa aimed the pistol at his stomach and pulled the trigger. What should have been a loud noise in the narrow alley was a mere pop. Despite having a hole in his chest, the man did not stop screaming. Has he even taken a breath? Gritting her teeth, Alyssa aimed upward, right where his heart should be, and fired.

Alyssa blinked. The screams were gone. The body was gone. The alley was gone. All she could see were Tenebrael’s wings, which slowly parted to reveal… a rooftop? Black feathers drifted to the flat surface around her where she stood next to a frozen man. The real one. The one in stasis. Blinking her eyes a few times, she found Tenebrael standing at the roof’s edge, looking down.

“Wh-What the hell was that?”

“Quiet,” Tenebrael said. “We are hidden, but an angel might spot us if they look hard enough.”

Clamping her mouth shut, Alyssa slowly walked toward the edge. Her legs were shaking far more than they should be. Heights always got to her, but… those screams. She shuddered, feeling like she might throw up. But she had to see. Near the edge, she dropped to her knees, not caring at all that she was staining the fluffy robe with grime.

Two police cars had parked around the alley. Their occupants were out of the vehicles, walking around. Alyssa couldn’t see any sign of the killer, but he had probably run right past Alyssa while she had been shooting the corpse. And the corpse was there. She could see it clear as day, one arm stretching out toward the alley’s entrance as it lay face down.

One of the police officers ran up to it and flipped it over. He leaned down, putting an ear to the man’s mouth as he pressed a finger onto the throat. After a moment, and after shouting something to one of the other officers, he tore open the garbage bag, pressed something up against the two wounds—it was a little hard to see what from the angle, a bandage, perhaps—and started performing chest compressions. CPR? Did CPR help bullet wounds? Maybe if the heart hadn’t been hit, but Alyssa was pretty sure she had gotten it based purely off how much blood was visible despite the rain in the alley.

It wouldn’t matter anyway. He wouldn’t survive. Already, white feathers were filling the alley. Alyssa’s stomach clenched at seeing them, fearing that Adrael was going to appear. But she didn’t. In the middle of the alley, a shorter angel popped into being. One with wild and unruly blond hair, like she had just woken up after tossing and turning all night. Not the golden color that Iosefael sported, but an almost regular blond. If that wasn’t enough of a difference, the pink ombré down at the ends proved that this wasn’t an angel Alyssa had seen before. Her wings were smaller than Iosefael’s as well. Not to mention, she was wearing a… pink tracksuit? But only the jacket.

Shaking her head, Alyssa watched as the white wings brushed against the corpse. The soul crystallized. Properly, this time. It was no longer a cancerous lump, but a smooth gemstone that wouldn’t look out of place on a piece of jewelry. Throughout the entire process, the angel looked half-asleep. Eyes half-lidded, she actually yawned before grasping the soul and shoving it into her wings.

In the next instant, the alley was empty save for the police, the corpse, and a few fluttering feathers.

“Excellent,” Tenebrael said. “Congratulations. Your plan worked. There are still two more bodies to be had, but they won’t be for another few days. I assume you wish to do the same thing to them? Save them? As there will be some time, I can collect the souls myself from the dying in Nod, but I will need help killing them after we create false bodies.”

Alyssa didn’t respond right away. Her arms were shaking. Her legs were shaking. It took a bit of willpower to tear her eyes from the alley. When she finally did, she didn’t look at Tenebrael. Her eyes moved to the man she had saved. Had it been worth it? Almost certainly. The only reason it wasn’t an absolute certainty was because of a man who had already been dead.

She didn’t know whose soul that had been. One of the ones she had collected. A member of the Society of the Burning Shadow. Probably one that she had killed, but maybe one that Izsha had bit. It didn’t really matter, did it? He was dead.

Those screams though. She had seen and heard a decent amount of things during her time in Tenebrael’s world that would have a horror writer salivating. Yet, somehow, she didn’t think that she would be sleeping tonight. Even the gaunt and the noises it made as it ate that person weren’t so bad.

Had it been because he had died? Was death truly so horrible? Perhaps it had been Alyssa’s fault for turning his soul into that lump instead of a proper gem. Or maybe it was from being brought back to life. Perhaps it was life itself that was so horrible. Unless it had been because he had been brought back into a body that wasn’t his own. That option made a decent amount of sense. Tenebrael had said that leaving souls in dead bodies caused pain and anguish. A body that wasn’t his probably wasn’t a pleasant thing to wake up to.

Whatever the case, Alyssa just shook her head. He was dead now. His soul had been taken by a proper angel at that. Ironically enough, thanks to Tenebrael, he might be the only member of the Society of the Burning Shadow that she wouldn’t end up consuming—depending on where those taken by Iosefael and Adrael ended up. This one, at least, was guaranteed to stay out of her hands. He would go… to the Throne. Whatever that was.

It took another moment, and some shuffling to get well away from the edge of the building, but Alyssa got back to her feet. She looked Tenebrael in the eyes and nodded her head. “We should save them. Unless they’re criminals and murderers, I’m not going to shoot innocent people just because your plan says that they need to die. And, if I could make a request: The souls of the bodies that I do need to kill should all be murderers from your world.”

“If that will help your conscience,” Tenebrael said with a dismissive sigh.

“It will,” Alyssa said. Her stomach still felt like it had been tied into a knot. “But for now, can we just go back to the apartment? I need a drink.”
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                Alyssa was not an alcoholic. She really only drank on rare occasions. Her birthday. New Years. When she went to fancy sit-down restaurants. Things like that. There were a few reasons for that. Price was the big one. Alcohol was expensive. She couldn’t understand how people could throw away a significant percentage of their income on drinking a few beers a day, let alone on more pricey drinks. The taste wasn’t anything to write home about and she didn’t actually enjoy being any level of drunk either. The few times she had woken up with a hangover only served to hammer home that drinking was to be a social-only thing, not a casual thing.

She wasn’t about to disparage other people for enjoying that things they enjoyed, even if she secretly thought that they were foolish for doing so. However, tonight, she was grateful that Tenebrael had seen fit to stock the closet with several bottles of beer. It was cheap stuff, mostly, but Alyssa wasn’t going to complain. Especially not after tasting the vile mixture they called alcohol on Nod. That stuff could get her swearing off drinking permanently. Maybe modern tastes had ruined her palate, but she couldn’t see how anyone drank that stuff.

Yet they seemed to like it. Especially those people at the festival in Teneville. Even when it had been free, Alyssa had passed a mug up more often than not.

Ugh, thinking about beer was distracting. Or maybe it was the beer that was distracting her. Was there a difference? She shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts. She hadn’t had nearly enough to be actually drunk. It was just that thinking about beer was less complicated than thinking about other things. More important things.

“So what do we do now?” Alyssa said, looking over the coffee table. Irulon, Izsha, and Musca were still pushed off to the side. They were now joined by the frozen form of the bearded man, who had been unceremoniously dumped on top of the pile. It was getting a little ridiculous.

She was once again wearing her fluffy bathrobe, which had been cleaned with a wave of Tenebrael’s hand. Tenebrael hadn’t noticed Kasita. Or, if she had, she hadn’t said anything about it. Alyssa was just glad that the mimic was still there. She had been a little worried that the mimic would slip away. But her trust had not been misplaced.

Take that Oz and Tzheitza.

As for the angel herself, she sat across from Alyssa with her wings obstructing the television—not that Alyssa believed that the news would be playing anything about the incident at this time of night. There hadn’t been a chair there before… there still wasn’t one there now. No matter how she figured it, Tenebrael was not sitting on a chair.

She sat on a throne.

A black marble throne made to look like it had been ripped from a Gothic cathedral. Maybe even her cathedral from Teneville. The back was narrow enough that it could fit between her wings, resting her back without getting in the way. Two tall spires jutted up on either side of her head. If Alyssa blurred her eyes a bit, it almost looked like the angel had horns. She sat with her legs crossed, leaning against one of the two open-mouthed lions that had been carved into armrests.

Upon first seeing it, Alyssa could only roll her eyes. The angel could float in the air without even beating her wings. Did she really need a throne?

“So what now… Tenebrael?” It wasn’t like the angel to be distracted. Was something wrong? Alyssa started, hand instinctively going for a gun at her hip that wasn’t there.

But Tenebrael just glanced over and shrugged. “Apologies. I was going over everything we did, making sure that I hadn’t forgotten anything. I think we should be fine.”

“Ah. Well, that’s good. So now? Back to Nod?”

“Soon. I don’t want for any of you to be here much longer than you already have been. But I will allow you some time to recuperate.”

“Enough time to get a night’s sleep?” As much as Alyssa didn’t think that she would be able to sleep well, a soft bed would go a long way to help.

Sadly, Tenebrael shook her head. “Not longer than an hour. Besides, your companions will be out of stasis soon. I want them back in my world before then.”

“Can I at least take some food with me?”

“As much as you can carry,” Tenebrael said with a smile.

“Damn,” Alyssa mumbled, wishing that she had her big backpack with her. Unfortunately, that was back at the cave outside the Society’s compound. “What about this robe, can I keep it too?” Maybe she could tie it into a makeshift bindle and increase her food carrying capacity.

“It has your name on it, doesn’t it?”

“Thanks!” Alyssa said. And she honestly meant it, though she did start frowning after thinking for an extra second. “I don’t suppose you could do something that would make it permanently clean, could you? Because I just know that it is going to get caked in dirt, sweat, and probably blood ten minutes after getting back.”

“Are you calling my beautiful world filthy?”

“Yes.”

Tenebrael’s lips turned to a pout. “You are a needy one.”

“I’ve missed modern amenities,” Alyssa said, entirely unashamed. Having just one garment that wouldn’t wind up ruined would be a godsend… An angelsend?

“I suppose there is no harm in it.”

That had Alyssa grinning, though it was something of a sour grin. Once again, she was on a roller coaster. A few hours ago, she had been hating Tenebrael. Now, she was back to actually liking her. Am I being bought with gifts? Though, maybe she should be happy that Tenebrael had taken a risk on Alyssa’s behalf in saving the homeless man. She could easily have said that the plan wouldn’t have worked, that Alyssa didn’t know enough about theoretical metaphysics, and insisted on killing him. But she hadn’t done so. She had listened to Alyssa’s plan, patiently shot down the parts that wouldn’t work, and tried it when Alyssa presented a solution.

For that, Alyssa could be happy with the angel. Now we just have to do it two more times. Ugh.

As for the man… Alyssa glanced over to the pile of frozen bodies. “What about him?”

“What about him? He can’t stay here. He must go to Nod. It is far too late to be having second thoughts about that. Unless you intend to kill him, in which case I can eat his soul and dispose of the body.”

“No. No. Definitely not. It’s just,” Alyssa paused, thinking. “If you put us back where you got us from, he’s going to wake up and probably panic. Maybe even fight against me, thinking I kidnapped him. Or something like that. Considering that we left a hostile stronghold in the middle of an expansive desert, that probably isn’t the best place for a fight.” Or rather, Irulon would kill him immediately if he tried anything. She could picture that scenario clearly enough in her head.

“There is a reason I dropped you off in Teneville. You’ve seen my world. It isn’t a safe place. I wanted to keep you alive while I decided what to do about you. Teneville was the best place for that, assuming you didn’t stay in your little home. Then you left Teneville and got caught up in all kinds of nonsense. So much for my efforts,” she added with a grin, cocking her head to one side.

Alyssa opened her mouth, about to ask for just that. Being dropped off in Teneville, or close enough to it that it wouldn’t matter much, would drastically outweigh any benefits of returning to the desert. Except for a one thing. Irulon had wanted to destroy the compound to prevent more of the Juno Federation from moving in. Hard to do that from Teneville. But… Did they really need to destroy it? If they got back to Lyria, it should be a simple matter to order some guards and mages to destroy it. Even if some political red tape bound her hands, Irulon could hire out people from the guild. Surely they had mages capable of destroying a small and very empty village.

Then again, they hadn’t spared anyone for Oz’s mission. He was supposed to be paid a bonus if he and his group managed to destroy the fairy commune. But instead of the guild supplying anyone, he had gone to Tzheitza. Alyssa had no doubt that the potion crafter could whip up something analogous to modern C4 or napalm, which would surely do the job—and she very well might have done just that judging by Oz’s comments about the potions he was carrying—but the guild hadn’t supplied anyone else even after she had rebuffed his request for her to join them. The whole reason he and his group had met at the potion shop before leaving had likely been for one last attempt at recruiting her. Or, if not recruit her, then to pick up the potions they wanted to use, but Oz had obviously wanted her to come with them.

So maybe they didn’t have anyone who could just stand outside the village and blast it with magic. Still, they should be able to get a small group of soldiers to raze the place, even if they had to do a bit more manual labor than magic should allow.

And if she couldn’t get a handful of men out to destroy the buildings of an empty village, what good was being a princess?

Of course, Teneville was two weeks away from Lyria. The desert was only a few days away. So maybe it would be best to return to the desert in the name of expedience.

How much would the draken reduce the travel time between Teneville and Lyria? Alyssa wanted to say that the desert was closer, but was it really? They could have crossed a huge amount of land with the help of horses and draken. It was hard to tell exactly how much while riding.

Either way would probably be a few days. From the desert was just a known amount of days.

Alyssa blinked, slapped her cheeks, and shook her head. “I’m so dumb.”

“If you insist, I won’t argue.”

Not bothering to respond to that, Alyssa moved on with what she had been going to say. “Can’t you drop us off in Lyria?” There were dangers there, true. The Taker in particular, but also the occasional attacks from the Society of the Burning Shadow. With so many of their members dead and their orb of mist destroyed, hopefully those would be on pause for at least a few weeks.

“I can put you in Lyria. I can put him in Lyria. The others must return to where I took them from.”

“What? Why?”

“I…” The white in her eyes cut off as she blinked. “I don’t know. But they must.”

Alyssa stood up. “This is that thing again,” she said, rounding the coffee table to get to the angel. She put a hand to Tenebrael’s shoulder. “You can do it if you try. Right? Just take us all to Lyria as if you were taking only me. Then don’t move them anywhere else. Simple.”

“If only it were. I’m running the calculations as we speak. I won’t say that there are no possibilities that will lead us all to Lyria, but I can’t see them. A black void has swallowed up the vectors and the equations.”

“Then teach me these calculations. I’ll do it for you.”

Tenebrael raised an eyebrow. “Teach you?”

“I… I took a math class in college,” Alyssa said, turning aside ever so slightly.

“You took Math in Modern Society. And passed, barely.” Tenebrael shook her head, sending her black hair flying for a moment until it settled perfectly around her shoulders. “I might be able to teach you a few simple things, but crossing between worlds—or even moving to a new location on the same world—requires mathematics that your society doesn’t have a word for yet, let alone a theory of.”

“Then let’s start with the small things! If I can’t cross worlds, then so be it, but neither of us will know until we try.” Alyssa took the opening for what it was: A way to get her foot in the door. It took a great deal of willpower to keep from shouting out. Learning magic from Irulon was one thing. Doing so would probably be useful no matter what, but Alyssa had little confidence in Irulon’s capacity for teaching based of her one experience of learning to draw out spell cards and several comments she had made since then. Alyssa had no reason to believe that Tenebrael would be a better teacher, but Tenebrael had been the one to move her between worlds. That was something that Irulon could not do.

Apparently because the math was too complicated.

Still, this is what she had been wanting since she started her journey to Lyria. That should excuse being overeager.

She waited with bated breath. Tenebrael was staring right at her. Considering teaching? Alyssa could only hope.

“You are an extraordinary person,” Tenebrael eventually said. “And I mean that in a very literal sense. An ordinary person would not be able to have a conversation with me. But to learn to create angelic miracles? I suppose there is no harm in testing.”

“So you’ll do it?” Alyssa said, unable to keep the grin from spreading across her face.

“Indeed. We’ll begin in seven days’ time.”

“Seven days? But…”

Apparently, Alyssa’s elation turning sour warranted some amount of chuckling. “You didn’t think you would be hopping between worlds tonight, did you?”

“Well, no. But—”

“In seven days, I will require your services for a similar event to what we undertook tonight. I will endeavor to set aside an amount of time to see if you have any capacity for miracles.”

Alyssa couldn’t help but sigh. At least there was a hard date this time. Seven days. It suddenly seemed so far away.

“For today, our time here is quickly coming to an end. So make your decision. Teneville? Lyria? The desert? Or perhaps you wish to see a new corner of my world? The ruins of what the humans call the First City are a sight—”

“I’ll stick with Irulon,” Alyssa said. She really didn’t need to think about it at all. Leaving Irulon undefended in the desert while she was sipping a martini in whatever passed for an island resort in Tenebrael’s world would leave a bad taste in her mouth. Would Irulon even be conscious when the stasis wore off? She hadn’t woken up while being healed, but Tenebrael might have done something to keep her that way.

“And what about him?” Tenebrael asked, looking to the bearded man. “Teneville? Lyria?”

Alyssa followed the angel’s gaze, biting the inside of her cheek. What to do about him? She had saved his life, but, at the same time, she didn’t really want to take responsibility for him. It seemed somehow wrong to think it but… he was a homeless bum who slept next to trash bins. Unless Tenebrael was going to take a personal interest in stopping time whenever trouble struck, Alyssa really couldn’t afford to have someone hanging off her shoulders, weighing her down.

Dropping him off in Teneville might be for the best. He had been a soldier, which meant that he had to have some strength and work ethic. Surely the town could use an extra hand on the fields or shearing the sheep. Maybe putting his soldiering skills to work by defending livestock from harpies. Or maybe he would prefer to go that route from the start. A man with training and the drive might prefer to work for the guild or as a soldier in the Lyrian guard.

No matter what, Alyssa did not want him waking up in the desert with monsters all around him.

At least not without explaining a few things first. Without turning away from him, Alyssa asked Tenebrael, “Could we unfreeze him? Explain what has happened, maybe give him a chance to shave and some fresh clothing if he wants. We can also test to see if he can see you.”

“I do not think that he can.” Glancing to Alyssa, Tenebrael shifted which leg was crossed over which. “In the alley, he could not perceive us. Were his and your positions reversed, I believe that you would have been able to see me.”

“Mhm…” So I am truly unique? Alyssa thought with a mild frown. That was still a puzzle that was bothering her. Except… not unique. One of a pair. The man who had seen Tenebrael and had spoken with her was another. There had to be some similarity between them, but without knowing more, Alyssa couldn’t begin to guess what that similarity was.

Maybe, over the course of their lessons, Alyssa would ask Tenebrael. The way she had stared off into space when talking about him… The way her voice hadn’t been quite as steady as it normally was… It had happened a long time ago, but something told her that it was still a bit of a tender topic with the angel.

“Still, the other reasons to unfreeze him still apply. If you can get him some clothes and a razor… And bring me my pistol. Just in case.” In coming back to the apartment, the revolver had vanished. Alyssa hadn’t asked, but presumed that Tenebrael had taken it to be placed wherever it was supposed to be in the plan’s version of events.

“All the work we went through to save him and you’re going to shoot him?”

“No. Of course not,” Alyssa said. She was fairly certain that Tenebrael was making a joke. The angel was looking at her with a smile. She still felt the need to rebuff her. “It is just in case he does turn out violent. Unless you’re planning on freezing him again before he can do anything to me.”

“I can. So long as you remain within this room. However, once we return to Nod, my ability to intervene will be… limited. I like you, Alyssa, but don’t think that I will be coming to your rescue if you find yourself in trouble.”

“Figured that one out already,” Alyssa mumbled, though she did appreciate being healed. So long as she didn’t die, she could recover. Whether that be through Tenebrael or magic and potions, she would survive. “Just unfreeze him and let’s see how this goes.”

            

    
        022.007 There and Back Again - Conspiracy Theories

    
    
    
    
                “Am I dead?”

Whatever Alyssa had been expecting, it wasn’t that. Having asked Tenebrael to hide Irulon and the draken to keep the shocks to a minimum, Alyssa tried to present herself as normally as possible. She hadn’t run to the bathroom to equip the armor despite wanting the added protection. She hadn’t left out three empty beer bottles for him to see. She had even asked Tenebrael to step out of the room for a few minutes, just in case he could see her, and had been mildly surprised when the angel complied without complaint.

So for his first words after blearily looking around the room to be questioning whether or not he had died, Alyssa had no words. Her expectations included yelling or maybe a fear that he had been kidnapped. Or maybe picked up by police. Or an ambulance that had been worried over his health.

What should she even say? Obviously, he wasn’t dead. But, at the same time, he kind of was. At least as far as people on Earth were concerned. By now, the police had probably figured out who he was if he had any kind of identification on him. An old military ID card or something similar. They might have to wait for dental comparisons, fingerprints, or a relative or old coworker to confirm, but they likely had an idea.

Alyssa felt a sudden pang of guilt, wondering how her own family was faring a month after her apparent demise. Her mother would have come home and found her body. Stabbed, if Tenebrael had prepared a body to match with how she was supposed to have died. She… hadn’t really thought about it. Initially, she had thought she wound up on Earth and wouldn’t have too much trouble at least getting a message to her parents to tell them that she was alright. Then, as time went on, she wound up increasingly distracted by all the nonsense in the other world, leaving relatively little time to actually think about her parents and her brother.

Right now, staring at a man who thought he was dead, she couldn’t get the image of her mother cradling her lifeless corpse out of her head. It was an image eerily similar to that of the elder thief clutching his deceased son.

What about this man? Did he have any family? Would they be missing him? Given his homeless status, he probably hadn’t had anyone close. No one who would give him a spare room in their house, or could give him one. That didn’t necessarily mean that they didn’t care for him.

He stiffened his back, black trash bag crinkling as he moved. “Naw,” he said, cracking his neck back and forth. “Hurts too much.”

“You aren’t dead.” Alyssa should have started with that immediately after he first spoke. The question had just come as a shock. “Though your life as you knew it is effectively over.” Maybe one day, once Alyssa figured out a way to stay on Earth without constantly being harassed by angels, he could come back with her. No sense getting his hopes up immediately over something that was probably a decent way off into the future. Especially when she hadn’t even explained about the other world yet. “I’m not entirely sure how to tell you—”

“You’re one of those government types they talk about in whispers,” he said, leaning forward.

Alyssa just blinked. What is he talking about? Her speechlessness before was nothing compared to now.

“You come, find someone with nothing left, and… turn me into an assassin? A spy? Or is this a suicide mission?” He chuckled, low and slow. “I knew you people wouldn’t leave me alone. Well? Go on. What’s the mission?”

“What are you— No. There’s no mission. I’m not whatever you think I am.”

“Of course you’re not. And of course there is no mission either.” He leaned a little further forward, winking with emphatic exaggeration. “The bathrobe is a nice touch. I’d never expect it. But I guess the movies have done the black suits and sunglasses too much to use in reality, eh?”

“Just… stop,” Alyssa said, pressing a hand to her forehead. Oh Tenebrael. That stupid angel was laughing at her right now. She could hear the melodic giggling coming from the hallway. And… was her pocket laughing too? “Look. You aren’t dead, but the world thinks you are—”

“Of course they do.”

“Stop winking! Ugh.”

Maybe it would be easier just to throw him to the wolves and let him fend for himself. Depending on how big a conspiracy theorist he was, and he was obviously a fairly large one, he would probably assume that moving to the other world was some technological advancement kept secret from the general population. Showing him the draken would just make him think that they were some secret government bioengineering project. If he was really hard set in this narrative he built for himself, Alyssa didn’t know what she could say that would convince him. Even plenty of magic might be explained away as technology by someone sufficiently set in their ways.

“Tenebrael!”

The angel took a moment, probably to compose herself from all her laughing, but eventually floated into the room. “You called?”

“First of all,” Alyssa said to the man—whose name she had intended to ask but hadn’t gotten around to thanks to his nonsense. “Do you see anything over there? In the hallway opening.”

He looked, thankfully silent. With narrowed eyes, he stood up and walked over. Alyssa watched him with a sinking feeling. A feeling that was confirmed when he stepped right through Tenebrael.

Alyssa sighed, followed closely by an almost simultaneous sigh from Tenebrael.

“I told you,” the angel said in a slightly dejected tone.

“Well,” Alyssa said, hoping to distract herself from the fact that the man was now inspecting the wall paint. “Can you give him a cell phone with my number in it? Drop him off in Lyria. He can—” The guy was staring at her now. Shifting slightly to address him directly, Alyssa continued. “You can call me when you get a clue.”

Tenebrael responded first with a slight sigh. “I suppose I could. But it isn’t going to be as full of features as yours.”

“So long as it can call my phone, that’s fine.”

As Tenebrael reached back into her feathers—did she come prepared to hand out cell phones?—Alyssa grabbed her satchel from the couch and started picking through it. She pulled out a few bars of money. Not much, but it would be enough to get a room in a cheap place and a dozen meals or so. Anything else and he would have to find a job. Or beg, but Alyssa wasn’t sure how well that would work in Lyria. Crossing the distance, she dropped the bar-shaped coins into his hands. “Money,” she said before quickly explaining that the gold ones were worth the most and the bronze ones were worth the least.

“Never seen money like this before. And I’ve been to all the shitholes of the world.”

“I bet,” Alyssa mumbled.

“What language are the little letters?”

Unable to answer, Alyssa glanced to the side.

“Enochian,” Tenebrael said as she dropped a phone into Alyssa’s hands. Not a smart phone. A small brick with one of those green and black displays. It looked more like a calculator than a phone. Except the calculators that she had used in high school geometry looked more advanced than this. Oh well. This must be what Tenebrael meant by a lack of features. It didn’t even have a camera on it.

He did not look impressed when she handed it over. “Budget cuts hit your department too?”

Alyssa didn’t respond, sadly shaking her head instead. “This is going to be a bit of a wakeup call for you, I think. You can consider it a chance at a new life. Or you could wind up in the streets again. It’s up to you. I saved your life, but I don’t have to babysit you. What you do is up to you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Word of advice: Avoid dark alleys. And here, take this.” She had meant to offer him one of the packaged hamburgers as comfort food while processing his situation. But things hadn’t gone as she had planned. So she just dropped the hamburger in his hands, still in its box. “It is probably the last one you’ll ever get.”

That made him tense, just a bit. “Last one?”

What was it that Tenebrael had said? “Prepare thine self, for this world is not long for thee.”

She immediately felt a nudge in her side.

“Excuse me? That’s my line.” Tenebrael had the biggest pout on her face. A fake pout, one clearly forced. Turning away, her eyes started glowing even brighter than before. Her fingernails mimicked her eyes as she thrust a hand upward. Four circles spiraled out, forming a triangle with lines of text flowing between three of the circles. The fourth rested in the center. “Chris Altrac. I claim thee… blah blah, you can’t even hear me. Target: Chris Altrac. Stochastic evasion routes calculated. Evasion impossible. Immediate space-world tether severed—”

As soon as she spoke that line, Tenebrael vanished. The man vanished with her. Aside from a slight rush of air from around Alyssa to fill their void, there was no evidence of either having stood before her only moments ago. It probably wouldn’t stay that way for long. Tenebrael would be back for her in minutes. Tops. Possibly within seconds.

“I better get things ready,” Alyssa said as she headed back to the bathroom, more for the benefit of the mimic in her pocket than for herself. “I’m sure she’s going to want to take me back immediately.”

Kasita didn’t respond, but Alyssa didn’t really expect her to. She was a rock.

Though she had been laughing earlier. With a lighthearted scowl, Alyssa tossed the robe to the floor and started getting back into the dragon armor. As soft and fluffy as the robe had been, she honestly felt much better with the thin but tough scales providing a barrier between herself and the rest of the world. Glancing in the mirror, she adjusted the suit. Maybe it didn’t look quite as bad as she thought it had back in the palace. It was still just a bit tight and had just a slight gap in the chest, but she projected a fairly imposing presence.

Her pistols were missing. The one under her arm and the one at her hip. She had never carried a gun in her everyday life on Earth. Except, obviously, the few times she had been dragged down to the range. But everyday carry? Never. And yet, despite all the dark scales covering her, she felt somewhat vulnerable without them. Especially because she didn’t even have spell cards for backup.

Tenebrael had better give them all back, Alyssa thought with a scowl. And that staff. Adrael’s staff. Alyssa wasn’t sure what to think about it. It was a weapon crafted by angels. Possibly one capable of harming other angels, given Adrael had pulled it out when Iosefael attacked. Angels couldn’t—or weren’t supposed to harm mortals, so there would be no need to have weapons to fight them. That just made Alyssa want it even more. An angelic weapon.

Although, she did have to admit that carrying it around wasn’t that practical. It was large and unwieldy. Awkwardly shaped as well. Angels could make them appear and disappear at will. That would be a nice trick to learn. Perhaps that would be the first thing Tenebrael would teach her. She didn’t know what those lessons would entail, but the thought was making her giddy.

To avoid the philosophical nonsense that came from too much staring in the mirror, Alyssa grabbed the robe and headed straight for the kitchen. She threw open the fridge and stared.

What to take… what to take?

Everything. Alyssa started with her satchel. She managed to cram in three boxes of Chinese, two submarine sandwiches, and two colas. Unable to fit anything more, she laid out the robe on the counter and started piling things on top. Everything, from beer to chicken nuggets. She piled up one thing after another. Bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich? She definitely wanted a few of those. Barbecue ribs? How had she missed those earlier? A whole pizza fit underneath everything else easily enough.

“Having fun?”

Alyssa jerked, dropping a bottle of mustard to the floor. The bottle was, luckily, plastic; it didn’t break and splatter everywhere. Without even looking at the angel at her back, she continued plundering the fridge. “I don’t suppose you’ll unfreeze Izsha and let me fill her saddle bags with food?”

“Sorry.”

“Yeah. I figured. You will let me take all this… right?”

“If you can carry it all.”

Glancing over her shoulder, Alyssa winced. She… might have to put a few things back. The bathrobe was long, running from shoulder to ankle, but she wasn’t sure that she would be able to fold the fabric over the mound of containers with it that high. Sighing, she started placing a few of the less appetizing foods back into the fridge. Poutine? What had she been thinking?

As she worked, she looked up to the angel. Tenebrael was looking too perfect, as usual. “How did he take being dropped into a whole new world?”

“I can’t be sure. There were an awful lot of vulgar words coming from his mouth. Take that as you will.”

“How about your book? Has it updated to include him in future events? Or is he another blank spot like me?”

“That was the first thing I checked,” she said, reaching behind her to pull the book from her feathery wings. Opening it to the page with the bookmark, she flipped forward a few pages. “Nothing in here yet, but it may still be calculating future possibilities. I’ll keep an eye on it.”

“It’s a long shot, but I don’t suppose you could provide me with an English copy of those books?” Being able to tell the future would go a long way toward avoiding troublesome situations. The Taker put a trap around the next corner? Too bad for him. Alyssa could simply go a different route.

“These were crafted by Virtues. I lack the requisite knowledge to create them.”

“But you would if you could?”

“I don’t think an English version would work either. A single character of Enochian conveys enough information to fill a few hundred books. To decompress my notebook into such an inefficient language as English… the book would have to be as big as a galaxy. Approximately.”

“Wow.” It felt like a lame response, but what else could she say? A single page would be impossible to use, let alone a whole book. She couldn’t properly visualize it even. It was just too big. Even if it were stored digitally… that would still be fairly large. Probably. Alyssa didn’t know much about data storage other than that she had several books on her phone, but they were probably not galaxy sized books in their natural state.

To avoid trying to wrap her head around something she couldn’t imagine imagining, Alyssa set to work wrapping up the food in the bathrobe. She had seen videos on the internet about turning clothing into carrying devices. Unfortunately, they had been the type of videos that she watched once, thought they were neat, and promptly forgot about. It took both hands gripping every corner and sleeve of the robe, but she managed to lift the food off the counter without spilling it everywhere.

“Ready?”

“I think so,” Alyssa said. She had the food, her armor, the satchel hanging from her shoulder, a wocket in her pocket, and… that was it. Tenebrael had taken everything else before they had arrived. “Yeah. Ready when you are.”

“Targets: Alyssa Meadows, Irulon, Izsha, Musca. Evasion calculations unnecessary; willing and immobilized targets. Immediate space-world tether severed. Confirming existence of multiple universes. Nod confirmed. Beginning narrow area Nod transference across Divine vector three-five-nine.” As she spoke, the triangular magical circle expanded from her outstretched hand. Still lacking her phone, Alyssa couldn’t do much other than try to memorize it. Unfortunately, this magic circle moved. The text, the angelic script that could hold more information than a book of English text, flowed between the circles. It didn’t seem like it was repeating either. Unless she took a video of the magic circle, she couldn’t think of a good way to recreate the effect. Simply drawing everything onto a piece of paper wouldn’t work.

Maybe that would be one of Tenebrael’s lessons. A way to cast magic using glowing lines drawn into the air like the angels used.

Enochian could be exactly why Tenebrael didn’t seem too worried about the prospect of teaching Alyssa her style of magic. If she couldn’t comprehend all the rapidly moving text, she probably wouldn’t be embarking on a solo trip to Earth. The smaller spells that some of the angels had used didn’t move. They were as static as the spell cards. If Alyssa could cast those without a card, it would still be worth it.

The apartment around Alyssa vanished into nothingness. The conditioned air went with it. Alyssa sucked in a breath as a bit of panic took root in her chest, worried that she wouldn’t be able to breathe at all. But fresh air filled her lungs. It was the crisp air of a wilderness without human population or pollution.

“Local destination: Three. One. One. One. Eight. Seven. Two. Nine. Five. Six.”

The cool air rushed away in a heavy gale. A stifling heat moved in to fill the void. Alyssa had to squint away from the bright light of the sun as it started beating down on her.

“Transit complete without incident. Welcome back, Alyssa Meadows, to my world.”

“Ugh. I don’t suppose you could go adjust the desert’s thermostat.” It took a few blinks of her eyes for them to adjust to the sudden light. When she could finally see, she found herself standing almost exactly where she had left. Musca and Irulon were right where they had been impaled. Izsha was a bit to the side, near the toppled building. Time had clearly passed. It had been night during their attack. A flick of her eyes toward the sun had them watering, but the blinding light told her that it was late morning.

And her sunglasses were back at the cave with her backpack. Ugh.

“Your equipment,” Tenebrael said, which had Alyssa whipping her head back to the angel. “Your phone, pistols, spells, and a small gift.”

Everything was lying on a black cloth covered table between the angel and Alyssa. Her phone was propped up like it was on display at a shop. The pistols were both pointing away from Alyssa—and looked like they had been oiled and polished recently, all the dirt and grime was nowhere to be seen. In comparison, the deck of cards looked like it had been tossed on the table as an afterthought. Several of the spells were bent and it looked like they had been dragged through the dirt. Irulon’s tome was cleaner, sitting right next to the stolen deck, but it clearly retained some of its dirt from Alyssa dropping it.

The gift was covered by another cloth, one with white embroidery lining its edges. As soon as she was looking at it, Tenebrael reached forward and pulled the cloth straight up.

“My shotgun?”

It sat there, just as polished as the pistols, propped up so that she could see it properly. The barrel was whole once again. There wasn’t even a small scratch where the sword blade had nearly lopped off the end. She would have reached out to pick it up and fully inspect how fixed it was, but her hands were still full of a food-filled robe.

As happy as she was to see her shotgun in one piece and what looked like a few boxes of shells to the side, she couldn’t help but frown.

There was one thing missing from the table.

“Where’s the staff?”

The angel frowned. She opened her mouth, but hesitated in actually speaking. After letting out a small sigh, she held out a hand horizontally over the table. The golden spiral sprouted from either end of her hand, growing long and sharp at one end while stunted with a ruby orb at the other.

“I thought about not returning it,” she said slowly. “It is a holy artifact, after all, not meant for mortal hands. And, if it is in your possession, Adrael may try to retrieve it. I might not be around to stop her and Iosefael needs to return to Earth for a time to continue her duties there. Not that she did much good this time, but she did distract Adrael for a few minutes. Are you sure you want it?”

Alyssa pressed her lips together. Adrael coming back was a scary prospect. Maybe she would just sneak in while Alyssa was sleeping and take it back, but maybe not. The angel had already demonstrated a capacity for harming mortals. Putting herself in harm’s way simply to keep the staff might not be worth it.

At the same time, that staff was a major link to angels. A weapon used by angels against angels. If she let it slip through her fingers, she might never again come across one.

With that in mind, Alyssa nodded her head.

“Very well. I don’t know what you hope to do with it, but I won’t keep it from you. It isn’t even mine. And if Adrael didn’t want mortals to get their grimy hands on it, she shouldn’t have thrown it at one.” Using both hands, Tenebrael slowly lowered the staff down onto the table. With its length, it stretched behind all the other items, reaching from end to end as if it had always been intended to be displayed there.

Tenebrael took a step away. Or a float away? Either way, she stretched her wings wide. “I’d love to stay and chat some more, but I do need to find Iosefael. I need to track down Adrael if possible. I need to find a suitable soul for our excursion in seven days. Plus all my other duties. Busy busy. I’ll see you soon.”

Alyssa didn’t say a word. She didn’t trust herself not to ask Tenebrael to keep the staff. It really was dangerous to keep it. But the time to decide passed before she could think on it any further. Tenebrael’s black wings scattered through the air, obscuring sight of the angel just long enough for her to disappear.

            

    
        022.008 There and Back Again - Inventory Shuffle

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa started with the pistols. Setting the food carefully on the ground, she picked up one of them and started turning it over. It really looked brand new. There wasn’t a ding or a scratch in the metal as far as she could see. She almost wondered if it had received the same treatment as her phone. She wasn’t about to try Annihilator on them, especially not without Tenebrael explicitly stating that she had done something to them. And not when trying to call one of them to her outstretched hand failed. Her phone appeared just like it should. The gun did not.

Pressing a button on the side dropped the weighty magazine into her hands. One by one, she used her thumb to drop the brass bullets to the table. She knew for a fact that the magazine hadn’t been fully filled before. It was now. And, pulling back the slide, she found one extra bullet already chambered. After quickly reloading and reassembling the pistol, she slid it into her holster. Right where it belonged. She then repeated the process on the other pistol, finding it fully loaded as well.

There was a small cloth set atop a box where the pistols’ barrels had been resting. Before taking the guns, it had made the barrels aim upward, displaying the two guns while also pointing them directly where Tenebrael had been. The angel had clearly never taken a firearm safety class in her life. Removing the cloth, Alyssa found one box of ammunition. Enough for four full magazines. Not much considering the rate Alyssa had been going through it, but more than what she had before, so she wasn’t going to complain. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much room in the satchel with all the boxes of Chinese. For now, Alyssa swapped the food for the ammo, figuring that she could fill Izsha and Musca’s saddle bags with the food once they got out of their stasis.

Which should be soon, she thought glancing over at their still forms. Can’t come soon enough.

Alyssa was more than ready to get out of this place.

The phone went into her pocket. She barely glanced at it before sliding it in. It was too complex to look through for every little thing that Tenebrael might have done to it and, besides that, she doubted that Tenebrael would have done anything to it anyway. It was already souped-up.

Her cards went away much the same. They looked like they hadn’t been touched. A quick glance through didn’t reveal any new cards, so there was no point in investigating them more thoroughly. She left Irulon’s tome right where it was, intending to return it to the princess as soon as she was able.

The shotgun, like the pistols, looked cleaner than when she had pulled it out of her gun safe. Sliding her fingers along the barrel felt only like smooth hard metal. Not a single imperfection. Definitely no mark where the end had nearly been chopped off by the Taker’s sword. A quick check found it was fully loaded as well. The strap was different. Before, it had just been a belt that would work to sling it over her shoulder. Now it was filled with additional shells, each ready to be loaded at a moment’s notice. That combined with the fresh box sitting right in front of the gun, plus the spare shells she had left at Tzheitza’s shop, meant that she had quite the surplus of ammunition for the shotgun at the moment.

Which Alyssa wasn’t going to complain about in the slightest.

Slinging it over her shoulder, she found it nestling into place as if the strap had been adjusted perfectly.

Stupid angel, she thought with a smile. Her smile waned as her eyes moved to the final object on the table.

“I don’t like this.”

Alyssa jumped. Her heart hammered against her chest while her hand dropped to the grip of her pistol. She had it half out of its holster before her brain finally decided to recognize the voice. “Kasita,” she said, sighing in relief as she glanced over her shoulder.

The mimic stood at a surprising distance from everything, being almost back up against the building the hellhound and shadow assassin had been trapped against.

Which was a thought that sent a chill down her spine. She didn’t have any way of detecting them active. Kasita could see them and would presumably warn her, but as much as she trusted the mimic, seeing for herself couldn’t be beaten. At the very least, it would make aiming at them far easier.

Holstering her pistol again, Alyssa grabbed hold of her deck of cards. Unseen Sight didn’t reveal anything new around her. She wasn’t too surprised about that. It had been several hours. Enough for morning to come and for noon to be soon arriving. The shadow assassins and the hellhound were probably long gone by now.

“You don’t like this?” Alyssa finally said. “The staff?”

“Any of it. You do realize that there is nothing there, don’t you?”

Nothing here? Alyssa turned back. There was stuff here. A black cloth over a table. Some food placed on top. And a golden staff lying on its side. She grabbed the tablecloth between her fingers and rubbed back and forth. It was soft and velvety. Far too luxurious to leave in the desert. She would have to fold it up and take it with her. If nothing else, it would fetch a fair amount of coin from some noble… probably. Unless it only existed for Alyssa. “Can you not see all this?” Selling The Emperor’s New Clothes might be a more difficult task.

“Some of it,” Kasita said. “All the things you’ve had before are there like normal. The food as well. But there is nothing under that cloth. Except there is.” She shuddered.

Glancing back to the table, Alyssa knocked her fingers against the table. It didn’t make a sound. No hollow woody sound, no metallic clank, no stony thump. Stepping back, she lifted up the tablecloth and peeked underneath. The first thing she noticed was a lack of table legs. Looking up, she found no table top either. She could reach up and feel the soft velvet of the tablecloth and even press her hand upward into the cloth.

“Huh.”

“Yeah. Huh. And that… thing. Remember how I said that those feathers were strange?”

“You said you might die if you try to mimic them,” Alyssa said as she let the cloth drop back to its spot. There was a bit of a hand print where she had moved the cloth from the bottom. Running her hand over the top smoothed it back out. Weird, but hardly the weirdest thing that she had seen since meeting angels.

“Well, that thing is worse.”

Ignoring the mysteries of the table for a moment, Alyssa reached a hand out to the staff. She didn’t move quickly, but slowly and reluctantly. Despite having been hanging onto it for dear life earlier, the prospect of touching it was somehow unnerving now. Not just because of what Kasita had said, but just because she feared that the moment she touched it, it would smite her. Or Adrael would pop up. Or something else bad would happen.

But Tenebrael wouldn’t have given her something dangerous. Even if angels really could harm people as easily as Adrael had, Alyssa could at least believe that Tenebrael didn’t want to see her dead. She still didn’t think that Tenebrael would pop up to save her life unless another angel was the one endangering her. Mostly because interacting with the denizens of her world seemed troublesome for Tenebrael.

Biting her lip, she clasped her hands around the golden haft. The metal felt warm to the touch. Much warmer than she expected of metal. Or maybe much cooler than she would have expected for something that had been sitting out under the desert sun for a few minutes. But, other than the eerily warm sensation in her arm, Alyssa didn’t feel any other effects. No sign of any angel feathers either.

Regaining her confidence, she brought it over to her side of the table and rested the end against the ground. “Seems alright to me,” she said, looking up to the ruby orb.

“Just try not to swing it at me, alright?”

“Of course not.” It really wasn’t meant for swinging anyway. It wasn’t a bō staff. The ruby orb at the one side made that end far too heavy. Maybe it could be used as a club, but she doubted that was its intended purpose either. Even though Adrael had thrown it, it was probably more like a magic wand than a martial baton.

Now that she was thinking about its weight, Alyssa started frowning. Wasn’t gold supposed to be extremely heavy for its size? To the point where a small block was hard to pick up with one hand. For a staff like this to be made of gold, she would probably have to deadlift it just to get it off the ground. But she could lift it up and wave it around with a single hand. It didn’t cause so much as a mild strain.

Shaking her head, she chalked it up to magic and left it as that. Was it bad that she shrugged her shoulders at so much that would have made her gape in shock a month ago? If she were a scientist, she would say yes, but she wasn’t. Puzzling over the enigmas of the universe wasn’t her job. Things were the way they were regardless of her understanding.

“What is—” A thundering crash cascaded off the buildings, echoing over the village. Alyssa turned just in time to watch the peak of the cross topple forward, falling straight through the partially collapsed roof of the church. “What is that!” she shouted.

Someone else was still here, dismantling the building. The hellhound? Or… wait. What time is it? Pistol out and in one hand, staff back on the table, she pulled out her phone with the other. A tap on the glossy face brought up the clock. Twelve hours already? She didn’t know the exact time that Irulon had cast the spell, but she knew when she had showed Irulon pictures of Tenebrael. The two times hadn’t been far apart. Half an hour at most. Assuming that was correct, then the Fractal Lock that kept the fairies in their cages and the splitting spell from progressing had worn off.

Narrowing her eyes, Alyssa glanced around. The hairs on the back of her neck were standing on end. “Am I a bad person for hoping that those fairies were crushed?” She really didn’t want to deal with them. Especially not while Irulon was in such a vulnerable state. The Fractal Lock on the fairies had only been ten to fifteen minutes before Alyssa’s Fractal Lock on the princess and the draken.

“I’m conflicted,” Kasita said after a moment of thought. “I feel bad for them, but I don’t want them near me either.”

“Yeah. Let’s just keep an eye out. We won’t have to be here for long. The stasis will be running out soon. As soon as it does, we can get out of this hellhole and get back to the cave.” They wouldn’t be totally safe there, but, with Irulon’s tome, she might be able to seal off the entrance until everyone had fully recovered. All she needed was for Musca and Izsha to be mobile. The princess didn’t even need to wake up right away.

“I’ll stick next to you. Don’t want to fall under their sway again and wake up finding myself being eaten.”

“Good idea… Wait, can you even be eaten?”

“If they make me want to bring my true self to them. I doubt they would, they would probably try to gnaw on my illusion. But it is possible.”

Alyssa turned her back to the table and the draken behind it, leaning against it. Only after she put her weight on the table did she remember that there wasn’t actually a table there. She didn’t fall, but the realization did flip her stomach as if she had just gone down a drop on a roller coaster. She didn’t like leaving her back open, but the church was the most likely direction for the fairies to come from if they headed toward her. With Kasita essentially having a full view of everything around, Alyssa would be counting on the mimic to watch her back.

“Do they try to eat absolutely everything,” Alyssa asked after a minute. “Fairies, that is.”

“They’re carnivores. I know that much. They use their powers to eat whatever falls under their sway. I think they usually stick to common animals, but I really don’t know. The first one I’ve ever seen was on the Brechen Overlook. Like I said, while I have lived among monsters, most of my life has been with humans.”

“Huh. Strange.”

“Strange?”

“It’s just that… we had fairies back home. Mythology, not reality. But from the stories, I would have assumed that they were nice. Like, they’re usually the hero of the story, or allied with the hero, as most main characters in fiction are human. They would offer support of the magical variety. A fairy godmother is a fairly common character.”

Just thinking about it made Alyssa want to find some books or plays from this world. Fictional ones. Plenty of historical fictions from Earth dealt with the slaying of monsters and fantastical journeys to strange lands. Magic as well. The Odyssey, Beowulf, and stories from King Arthur’s mythology to name a few off the top of her head. But here, where monsters were a real thing that real people went out and really slayed, a story like the Odyssey might well be true here. Maybe a little exaggerated, but she wouldn’t be able to tell the difference.

What would fiction look like in a world where her fiction was all reality? Did they dream of glass cities and people going to mundane jobs like janitors? The thought almost made her laugh.

“Strange,” Kasita eventually said, which did make Alyssa chuckle.

She almost asked what fiction the mimic knew of when she heard a noise at her back. All her good humor bled away to a nervous tension as she turned.

Irulon slumped forward. Already leaning toward one side, she promptly fell face-first into the dirt.

Holstering her pistol, Alyssa rushed over. Tenebrael had supposedly healed her completely. Alyssa couldn’t actually tell. Tenebrael had fixed everything that Adrael had done, including the damage to the black armor. With the top fitting much tighter on Irulon than on Alyssa, there wasn’t even a slight gap where the two sides connected. Taking care to be gentle, Alyssa flipped the princess over so that her back was against the ground.

Her eyes were closed, but she was breathing. There was something… off. Alyssa shook her head and ignored the weird sensation in the back of her mind. Pressing fingers up against Irulon’s throat, Alyssa found a steady pulse. The princess was alive. Undoing just enough of her armor to get to her skin, Alyssa felt around the princess’ chest. It was a bit invasive, but it was all in the name of health. Where once there had been a gaping hole in her ribs, Alyssa’s fingers found a hard sternum.

Of course, even if she had found a hole, Alyssa wasn’t sure what she could have done. Another Fractal Lock, probably. She lacked the medical skills to mend more than a scratch. And something told her that burning the wound closed wouldn’t have helped as much on the heart and lungs as it had on Alyssa’s shoulder.

Just as she started considering slapping the princess—she knew from experience that trying to wake her with anything less was an exercise in futility—Alyssa felt warm and moist air against the back of her neck. Turning her head, she saw the orange and black tiger stripes of Musca in the corner of her eye. More importantly, she saw rows upon rows of razor sharp teeth.

Alyssa pulled her hands away from Irulon at a glacial pace. She tried her best to avoid any sudden movements. “Hi. Musca. You remember me, right?”

The only response she got was a blast of warm breath right in her face. It made her flinch, but Musca didn’t follow up with a chomp of those teeth. Instead, the draken moved to the side slightly, pressing its muzzle right up against Irulon’s face. It made Alyssa a little more nervous with how Musca had nipped at Irulon back at the palace, but this time, it just nudged and pulled away.

“I swear,” Alyssa said as soon as its eye turned to her, “I wasn’t doing anything other than checking that she was alright.”

A snarling snap made Musca look away, giving Alyssa a bit of breathing room. Izsha’s teeth chomped down on thin air. Having apparently expected something solid between those teeth, it immediately let out a deep growl as it whipped its head back and forth, searching for its target. Unable to find anything to attack, it settled on Alyssa, Musca, and Irulon, making what Alyssa would describe as a confused whine.

Carefully, still making no sudden movements, Alyssa closed up Irulon’s armor, stood, and took a step away from Musca. “Sorry,” she said. “A lot happened.” She was about to leave it at that. Both draken were looking right at her. They were clearly dissatisfied with that explanation. Alyssa didn’t know how she knew. It was something subtle with the way their eyes shifted or their nonexistent lips peeled back. As much as she knew that they were intelligent monsters capable of understanding human language, it actually took her a moment to remember that fact. They wanted more.

So Alyssa gave them a bit more. “Had to put you all in Fractal Lock until I could heal Musca and Irulon. We need to get out of this village. Then I’ll explain what happened if you want to know more.” As far as she was concerned, now that the fairies were free, it was imperative that they leave at once. Irulon hadn’t seemed concerned when Musca chomped down on the first fairy’s head, but Alyssa didn’t want to take the chance that a group of the little monsters would be able to overpower them and take control.

Or that they would take control of her, for that matter. She had thrown off one with only a little difficulty, but if a group could combine their powers, she might be in trouble.

And Irulon was still unconscious. What was wrong with her? Had Tenebrael not healed her properly?

The princess hadn’t slept at all the night before—or day before. Whenever. Was that it? She was so exhausted that her body was taking every scrap of sleep it could get? That was great for her body, but Alyssa wanted out. “Can you carry her?” Alyssa said, looking up to Musca. “Without letting her fall off your back? We don’t need to go far. Just to that cave we spent the day in.”

The draken made a noise. Alyssa wasn’t sure how to interpret it. It was a low trill from the back of the throat. Encouraging? Discouraging? Alyssa hadn’t a clue.

Musca snapped her teeth, not quite lunging at Alyssa. It did make her jump back again. Thankfully, Izsha came to her rescue, putting itself between Musca and Alyssa. They… talked? They made noises at each other, staring, glaring. They even paced around a bit as if they were trying to intimidate each other.

The whole display made Alyssa more and more nervous the longer it went on. What were they arguing about? What if Musca wanted to eat her? What if Musca convinced Izsha? Irulon’s tome was all the way back on the table. The spells she had on hand weren’t enough to fight off two draken. Not without resorting to Spectral Axe, which would kill them. She would if it came down to it, but that was a last resort. The draken were not enemies. They couldn’t be. Irulon trusted them. Brakkt trusted them. Even Alyssa trusted them. Or Izsha, at least.

Just as she was considering her chances at making it back to Irulon’s tome in time to Fractal Lock the two draken, their argument came to an end. Whatever dialog they had ended with Musca kneeling down next to Irulon. Izsha bent, opened its mouth, and clamped down on Irulon’s collar. The dragon scales didn’t tear, rend, or break as the draken partially lifted the princess. In a surprising feat of oral dexterity, Izsha gently placed Irulon over Musca’s back, face down. Her stomach was pressed up against the saddle.

At the sound of a clipped chirp from Izsha, Musca stood up again. Irulon stayed in place. And she stayed in place as Musca started walking. The draken probably shouldn’t do any running or jumping, but it seemed that they were mobile.

Musca’s slit pupils turned to Alyssa. It let out a slight huff through its nose before turning away.

Izsha, on the other hand, approached, coming right up next to Alyssa.

Unless they had learned to speak, Alyssa couldn’t even ask what they had been talking about. Which was not a bad thing. Alyssa wasn’t sure she wanted to know. “Thanks,” was all she said.

“Aww, they like you. Ufu~”

Alyssa wasn’t sure she believed that, but she wasn’t going to argue right now. Whatever happened, it got results. Turning to the table, she considered shoving the food into Izsha’s saddle bags, then thought better of it. They could do that later. For the short trip out to the butte cave, she could carry it. Rolling everything up in the long table cloth, Alyssa slung it over her shoulder. Curious, she stretched a hand out and patted at the air. There was nothing there anymore. No invisible table. It had vanished when she took the black cloth.

Kasita disappeared as well during the process, so Alyssa didn’t even bother looking for the mimic as she clambered into Izsha’s saddle. It was an awkward affair with all the bulk, but they were off.

At a languid pace to keep Irulon from falling.

By the time they made it to the cave, Alyssa’s back was sore, her arms were straining, and she felt sweaty enough from the desert heat that cleaning her armor had probably been a pointless task. But they made it. And Irulon had only fallen off Musca once. She hadn’t woken up, but she had mumbled something about Tess when Izsha pulled her back onto Musca’s back. Alyssa was taking that as a positive sign. As long as they were safe in the cave, Alyssa was content to let the princess rest for a few more hours.

Although…

The butte, like most buttes, was a tall and fairly wide section of rock that jutted up above the relatively flat surrounding desert. Alyssa guessed that it was made of sandstone, but she wasn’t a geologist. The cave was up a little hill of brown dirt and it wasn’t a very wide opening. To get inside, Alyssa had to get off Izsha’s back lest she smack her head.

When her feet hit the ground, she noticed it. A few sharp gouges in the ground. Four shallow gashes, each about an inch apart. One stride forward and she found another set of marks.

It might have been there before. She hadn’t been paying all that much attention to the ground during their earlier visit. The only reason she noticed was because she had dropped a box of chicken strips.

Izsha bent down and sniffed. Not at the chicken, but at the marks. When the draken started growling, Alyssa knew that she couldn’t deny it anymore.

Something was in this cave. Something with sharp claws.

Setting the food down, she pulled out her shotgun. It felt good in her hands. Just knowing that it had some stopping power compared to her pistols was a comfort. Turning back to Musca, she held up a hand in what she hoped was a stay gesture. If the interior was dangerous, they could leave. There was some gear in there, but it wouldn’t be the end of the world if she couldn’t recover it. However, she was feeling a little confident with her refurbished armaments and her monstrous friends. She had a raptor on her side.

Glancing at Izsha and nodding her head, the draken bobbed its head right back.

They advanced into the cave slowly. It wasn’t a large cave, more of a U-shaped hole in the wall. They followed the tracks slowly. The more she looked at them, the more certain Alyssa was that they were aimed inside the cave. None were pointed in the opposite direction. Whatever made them was still inside.

Before she could peek around the corner to where she had spent the night, she heard it. A crunch. Loud and a bit wet, followed by smacking of a tongue.

That was enough for her. Whatever was in here could stay in here. There were surely other, less occupied caves around. She turned to leave, only for Izsha to bump into her.

She went sprawling across the ground. It took all her presence of mind to point her shotgun toward where the noise had come from while lying on her side.

Her backpack sat with some of Irulon’s supplies against the back wall. Its contents—the compass, a flashlight, a first aid kit, a thermos, sunscreen, a whistle, and plenty more—had been spilled all over the floor, dumped out from a brand new hole in the top of the pack. In the middle of all the garbage, a mound of black fur sat.

A huge paw shoved a protein bar into the gaping mouth, wrapper and all. It crunched down twice before realizing that it had company.

The burning eyes of a hellhound turned to face Alyssa.

            

    
        023.001 Interlude - Adrael

    
    
    
    
                The Endless Expanse truly lived up to its name. As far as could be perceived, crystal lattice formed into structures. From tall towers to smooth domes, the Expanse encompassed all. No matter for how long one traveled, they would never reach the end. Prismatic light of every hue glimmered off the pristine walls. It was a sight that no mortals had seen. Many sections couldn’t be seen by mortal eyes. Every so often, sections of the Expanse shifted out of existence, folding in on themselves as the landscape surrounding them unfolded. Any mortal caught within would be torn to pieces.

And that was hardly the only thing that a mortal would find hazardous. The overpowering brilliance from a million fractal compounds would surely blind human eyes. Blobs of shifting red and green light clung to the towers one moment, only to be replaced with yellows and a hint of octarine. Strange linear forms sprouted from the edges of the fractal surfaces, making the structures appear alive with motion despite being immobile.

For the inhabitants of the Endless Expanse, such a thing was as usual as a door.

The city, if it could be called as such, was filled with crystalline buildings. But, except in rare cases, the buildings were filled with nothing. There were no apartments. No homes. No couches. No tables. No beds. No one lived within a single structure within the Expanse, mortal or otherwise. Not even a single insect patrolled along the glassy faces of the scenery.

Although it encompassed the entirety of existence, only a few places saw any activity.

The Throne was the largest of those areas. As endless as the Expanse, it stood taller than any other structure. Although fit for a mortal of average height, it dwarfed everything with its presence. It was the main hub for meetings between the Spheres. Principalities arrived to deliver their collection of souls to the four-faced Cherubim. Virtues attended to the Infinite Library, going through the books one by one in their ceaseless task. Authorities observed the Ophanim, reporting on the great wheels’ movements to the Virtues.

And the Seraphim stood around the Throne itself, guarding it. Clad from toe to head in golden armor with a white cloth veil obstructing their faces, each one looked identical to the one next to it. Though few in number, each one had six great wings spread to their fullest. They filled the crystal chambers. Even they, the Throne’s ultimate guardians, were unable to project a more imposing presence than what they had been charged to protect.

Adrael turned away with a frown. Despite everything, despite creation itself going awry, they didn’t move. She had tried explaining. She had tried petitioning for them to take action. She had tried. And she had failed. With the veil over their faces, she couldn’t tell if they even flicked their eyes to her.

With a twitch of her wings, she drifted toward the Throne chamber’s grand arch. The exit. But she couldn’t stop herself from glancing back.

Her fists clenched. What would happen if I flew up and shoved one of them? Would they act then?

The answer, she knew, was… probably. But they wouldn’t act the way she wanted. If they did anything at all, they would view her actions as an attack. A spark of another rebellion. Before she could blink, she would be cut down and sent to the oblivion that awaited.

Eyes drifting to the Throne behind the Seraphim, Adrael sighed. Was it even worth protecting? Without anyone seated on it, the Throne became nothing more than a chair. No. Not even that. It was a mass of crystalline lattice, the same as any other segment of the Endless Expanse. Turning, she stared at the others in the chamber. The Virtues, the Authorities, the Cherubim, and the Principalities. They were the important ones here. They were carrying out their duties properly.

The Seraphim were… broken.

They weren’t the only ones, Adrael thought. She had… attacked a mortal. There was no point in mincing words. An attack on a mortal would see her obliterated. It was a secret that none of the other angels could ever know. But it had been for a good cause. A just cause. An attempt to stop the destruction of what had taken eternity to set into motion.

Exiting the Throne chamber, Adrael turned her eyes upward. There was no sky in the Expanse. Not as the mortals knew it, anyway. Just more Expanse. Outside the Throne’s immediate presence, Ophanim dominated the vista. They were the size of planets. As wheels were wont to do, they turned, keeping everything in motion. But there was something off about them. They were covered in eyes, but their eyes were hazy and unfocused. They hadn’t always been that way. Adrael had fond memories of gazing up on her rare visits to the Expanse and watching the Ophanim, wondering what they saw with so many eyes.

They didn’t see anything anymore. They just… turned.

Adrael tore away from the tallest spire as fast as she could fly. Being here had once been a comfort, a reprieve from all the horrors of the mortal plane. But now, it was just painful. So she flew.

No matter how far she went, the tall spire was always in view. A product of the twisted space of the Expanse. Yet it did grow smaller. By the time she reached her destination, her extended thumb at arm’s length was just enough to obscure the chamber of the Throne.

“Archangel Adrael. I was beginning to wonder if you would be joining us on this day.”

Adrael touched her feet to the surface of the dome, looking around the gathering of her fellow Archangels. Only nine of them, each representing a world gone wrong. To Adrael’s knowledge, none of them had gone quite as wrong as Nod, but that didn’t lessen their burden. She wouldn’t make light of their efforts and she was not envious of them for having far less work to undertake. There was honor in being tasked with repairing the most difficult world.

She sighed slightly, looking back to the one who had first spoken. Archangel Celestiel. Currently appearing as an older woman with two spiraling strands of dark hair coming out of either side of her head, she wore a black dress that was reminiscent of Tenebrael’s.

It made Adrael uncomfortable.

Averting her eyes—the Archangels did not have a leader, though Celestiel might disagree with that notion—Adrael addressed the gathering as a whole. “I apologize for my tardiness. I’ve just come from the Throne.”

“Aww. Was wittle Adwael whining to the Seraphim again? Praying for your burden to be delivered to another?” The youngest on the dome burst out into a chittering cackle, clutching the hem of her white apron with her tiny hands.

At least, she appeared to be the youngest. Why Archangel Kenziel chose the form of an eleven year old human was anyone’s guess. Perhaps it was a foolish attempt to make herself more palatable. Adrael had never met an angel with a more disgusting personality. Kenziel hadn’t always been that way, but… things had changed. Such a disarming appearance might work on a mortal. Adrael could see through her deception as easily as she could see through the crystal lattice they stood upon.

“I take it that you have had little success,” Celestiel said, turning her red eyes to the distant spire.

“Little success would be an improvement over what I’ve had,” Adrael grumbled.

Kenziel covered her mouth but did nothing to hide her obnoxious snicker. “We can’t all be blessed with success. Incidentally!” she shouted, clasping her hands behind her back, “I’d like to report that the issues on Hazor have been resolved. There are a few outstanding errors, but I calculate that time will resolve them far more effectively than any intervention of my own. The land’s Dominion is now fully compliant.”

Celestiel glided over, placing a hand on the tiny angel’s shoulder. “Excellent work. The Dominion’s negligence caused Hazor to turn quite sour. I’m impressed you’ve repaired everything this quickly.”

The praise made Adrael press her lips together.

“Ah yes. If only all our problems were the result of simple negligence or sloth.”

She shouldn’t have said a word. She should have smiled and politely clapped her hands together as the other Archangels had done. But she couldn’t help it. The smug little grin on Kenziel’s face as she looked right in Adrael’s direction was too much. Something inside her snapped.

A familiar something. She had felt it when everything had been going wrong. In desperation, she had struck down a mortal. The others couldn’t know about it. It had only been a short time ago. She had to expend a mite of glory to rebuild her arm, but everything was back to normal.

Her fellow Archangels were all staring at her now. They couldn’t know… but their stares made Adrael uncomfortable.

She had explained the situation before, hoping that one of them might have an idea she could use. But they just didn’t get it. They didn’t understand how bad things had gotten. They couldn’t understand. “Relics walk hand in hand with humans. They even copulate,” she said with no hidden disgust. It was the most shocking thing she could think of saying, but even that only got them to glance between each other.

“The Dominion has done something to the process of procreation. Most of the copulations result in nothing, but a few produce offspring. Abominations that should never be. Every minute, the world is thrown off more and more. I need a flood or a cleansing fire, but the Seraphim won’t act. Even if they could, how could we possibly petition the Throne in its current state. The Seraphim would have to act manually. Even if we could flood the world right now, I fear even that wouldn’t be enough. Not so long as the Dominion has a modicum of sway. But if I can’t even get a little flood, what hope do I have of resolution?” Squeezing her eyes shut, Adrael clenched her teeth. “And now there is some mortal running around. Not only can she see angels, but I cannot calculate around her. Everything she interacts with gets knocked out of harmony. When she isn’t around, I can start getting accurate calculations, but the moment someone so much as thinks of her—”

Venting felt good. It was a release that she had needed for some time. And yet, Kenziel interrupted with another light giggle.

“A mortal? A puny mortal is ruining your machinations?”

Adrael’s hands formed tight fists. What was Kenziel still doing here. She had admitted that her responsibility was over with. This was a meeting for the Archangels still in the process of recovering worlds. And yet, she couldn’t just shoo the angel away. She was just speaking what all the others were thinking. Adrael could see it on their faces, the impassive humor hidden beneath their flat lips.

“A mortal can see me,” Adrael spoke slowly and clearly. “A mortal spoke to me. She didn’t pray like the prophets of old, she spoke to me and responded when I spoke back. She cannot be predicted. She tears apart miracles with her bare hands.” That got a minor reaction, mostly in the way of widening eyes. Celestiel actually gasped. But even that was too subdued. They couldn’t understand. “None of you have encountered anything similar. Have you?”

As angry as she was, she couldn’t help the hope from leaking through in her voice. If one of them had encountered such a thing before, then perhaps they could give tips. Pointers on how to deal with such a situation.

But none of them spoke up. Not even Kenziel. The diminutive little angel wasn’t even smiling anymore. She just had a finger to her chin as she thought to herself.

“I have not,” Celestiel eventually said. “Mortals speaking to angels has happened before through the medium of prayer and revelation, but never without preparation. And they have always followed prior calculations. Destroying miracles?” She shook her head slowly. “I have no experience with such a thing, nor have I heard of a situation like that from anyone else. But I don’t know everything. Might I suggest speaking with a Virtue? They will know of any similar prior incidents and how they were handled.”

Adrael jolted. A Virtue. Of course. The bookkeepers of the Throne would know. They had to. If they could provide no clues… then this was the first time in the entirety of creation that a mortal had interacted with the divine in such a manner.

“Thank you. I appreciate the insight.” Adrael glanced around at the other Archangels. These meetings occurred regularly. And they lasted for days. Every minute that passed created an exponential growth in the errors on Nod. She didn’t have time for Nietzael to give a full report. Her world wasn’t even that bad, but she went into every single little detail. And that was just one of them. Even with Kenziel out of the way, there were still seven more besides. Spreading her wings, Adrael glided backward. “I apologize for my premature departure, but it has become clear to me that none of you will be able to offer significant assistance toward resolving Nod and I am unable to concentrate on offering assistance to you while so distracted. If you need me, I will be at the Throne for the time being.”

Waiting just a moment to see if any had an objection and finding no one speaking against her, Adrael took off. The spire in the distance exploded in size as she sped toward it. She didn’t slow for anything, not even to apologize as she bumped into the lavender wings of a Principality.

Aside from Dominions, Adrael had never much interacted with the Second Sphere. An Archangel’s duty revolved around Dominions, their world, and the Third Sphere angels that assisted with the management and upkeep of the world. Which was one of the main reasons Nod was so problematic. Tenebrael had done something to all the Third Sphere angels that should have been assisting her. There were no Guardians or Principalities to be seen.

Except that one. Somehow, Tenebrael had recently converted one to her little rebellion. It was something she should have mentioned to the others, but too late now. It wasn’t their responsibility anyway.

But, because of her lack of interaction with the higher Spheres, she didn’t know any Virtues. There were a number of them around the throne, all stationed around the bookcases, either in the midst of reading or writing. Both, in some cases. Personalities varied greatly between Dominions, Principalities, and Archangels. Adrael could only assume that the same would be true of Virtues.

That meant that some of them would be more helpful than others, even if they all had access to the same information.

Adrael drifted toward one that had just closed a large tome. If she didn’t interrupt their reading, they might be more helpful and less annoyed. The Virtue wore a darker appearance, both in terms of skin and the long coat she wore over the skin. That alone almost put Adrael off, but plenty of angels wore black. It wasn’t just Tenebrael. She couldn’t assume that all of them were fallen angels. Surely the Seraphim would act if one paraded itself about in front of them.

As Adrael got closer, she heard the angel mumbling.

“One dash one four one mismatch. Error three five. Record alteration.” She reached up to the shelf and pulled out a thick tome. Holding her hand out, it floated there, flipping through its pages at a blinding speed. “Alteration error resolved. Context missing. Three. Two. Seven,” she said as she moved to one side. Another tome was floating there, already open. She pressed a finger to the page and dragged it across. In her finger’s wake, text formed. “One dash one four one mismatch resolved.”

Great, Adrael thought, she is doing something. Adrael didn’t want to interrupt, but, glancing around again, all of them were doing something.

Left with no choice but to interrupt one of them, Adrael cleared her throat. “Excuse me. I was wondering if you could help me.”

“Four one seven. Expectation failed. Logging memory. Pausing process. Switching protocols: Personable.” The angel blinked twice, turning a set of golden eyes toward Adrael. “Good day, Archangel. How can I be of assistance?” Even as she spoke, her finger still ran across the blank tome, filling its pages with text.

“Oh. Uh… I’ve been having a problem involving restoring a world and wanted to know if you could help me.”

“Four zero zero. Bad request. Query vague. With what do you request assistance?”

This was it. Adrael glanced back at the Seraphim, but they hadn’t moved. “There is a human. A mortal. She can see me. She can hear me. She can touch me. I cannot calculate her and I have extreme difficulty calculating around her. I have witnessed her touching a binding miracle and destroying it with her bare hands. I… I don’t know what to do about it, so I thought that such a thing might have happened before and was hoping there might be information you could find that would give me guidance.”

“Query accepted,” the Virtue said. She finished running a finger to the end of the page before allowing the tome to gently close. It floated back up to one of the shelves on its own, disappearing in the mass of identical spines. The Virtue pulled a pair of gloves from within her heavy coat and donned them, doing up several buckles from her wrist to her elbow. “Follow, please.”

Her heavy boots made a clomping noise as they crossed the crystal lattice of the floor. It struck Adrael as a bit odd that she would walk. She clearly had wings—all angels had wings, even the massive Ophanim. But, since it seemed like she was getting help, Adrael wasn’t going to complain about some eccentricities.

No matter how far they walked—or flew, in Adrael’s case—the Throne stayed right where it was. The shelves moved by, as did the books. Even the angels standing around the room disappeared into the distance. But the Throne did not. Adrael was used to it, but it still felt a little surreal after having spent so much time on the mortal worlds.

Eventually, the Virtue came to a stop. The shelf she stopped in front of was no different to the one before it or the one after it. As far as Adrael was concerned, every shelf was completely identical, and she had a nearly perfect memory.

But the Virtue didn’t reach up to the shelf as Adrael expected her to. She just stopped. Adrael waited a moment, wondering just what was going on in that head. It wasn’t until she noticed the Virtue’s eyes that Adrael felt like something had gone wrong.

The faint golden glow was flickering.

“Virtue?”

The virtue jerked to the side, staring with wide eyes. “I— I am experiencing an e-e-error. Five o-one one. Authority Required. Att-Att-Atte-empting authentication. Four zero five. Method not-t-t-t-t-t allowed. Requesting support.”

“Support request received.”

Adrael threw her head to the side, finding a whole series of nearly identical Virtues lined up, all staring up at a shelf. Something was going wrong. Again. Everything to do with Nod had been cursed. Somehow or another, this had to be Tenebrael’s fault. Sabotage?

“Unprocessable Entity.”

“Request timeout.”

“Payload too large.”

“Lp-Zero.”

“Too many requests.”

“I’m a teapot.”

“Invalid operand. F-zero zero-F.”

“Forbidden.”

“Lockout.”

“Lockout.”

“Lockout.”

Three of the Virtues crumpled. They fell to the crystalline floor as if they were mortals who had perished. Seven more took their place, these ones weren’t identical to the long coat wearing Virtue. More and more were gathering around. And they weren’t the only ones. As the Virtues continued spouting errors, Adrael found herself crowded away by the gathering, pushed back into a gaggle of Guardians, Principalities, and a handful of Archangels who had all ceased their duties to watch.

Only the Seraphim and the Cherubim ignored the proceedings.

With every nonsensical error given, Adrael felt her hopes dampen. Something had seriously gone wrong. The original Virtue was still standing. Adrael could see her clearly enough thanks to the somewhat bulky coat. What was the first error? Authority required?

The library was the Virtues’ purpose. It existed because of them and they existed because of it. How could one of them possibly lack the authority to access whatever they had been trying to access?

The answer came with one final error code.

“Unauthorized by Order of the Throne.”

The gathering of Virtues fell silent. The entire room went silent. No more errors. No whispering of the spectators. Not even the rustle of a feather broke the utter quiet.

Until the original Virtue turned around, looked right at Adrael, and smiled. “Four zero six. Query not acceptable. Is there anything else I can assist you with, Archangel?”

She stared. The other Virtues started drifting away, acting like nothing had happened. The ones on the ground were left there. They didn’t move. Were they alright? Would they be alright? Why were the Virtues just leaving them there?

And the others. The Principalities, Archangels, and Guardians. They were just staring. Some at the shelves, some at the Virtues, and several at Adrael.

Which made her realize that the original Virtue was still waiting for a response.

“N-No,” Adrael said. “Thank you.”

“Good day. Reverting to previous duties. Switching protocols: Information validation.”

The Virtue walked away. Adrael said nothing more, just watching as she headed back the way they had walked. What else could she say? As much as she wanted to point and scream that Tenebrael had clearly broken the library or the Virtues, she couldn’t. The Throne itself had blocked access to whatever information was related to that mortal on Nod. Mortals only lived a hundred years if they were lucky. That one couldn’t be older than thirty.

Adrael glanced back to the throne, ignoring the Third Sphere that were still looking at her. The Throne. Its glorious presence dominated existence itself.

And it had been empty for thousands of years.
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                The hellhound wasn’t attacking. So that was nice.

That was about the only thing that was nice. Alyssa’s carefully preserved rations from home were gone. The hellhound hadn’t been able to open her bag the proper way, so it now had a hole in it. The medical kit had been opened and its contents strewn about. Whatever little sterilization there had been was gone now. The sunscreen was leaking out onto the floor, apparently having been stepped on.

And now the black furball was eying her fresh-from-Earth food.

Ugh.

“What did I tell you?” Alyssa barked as she shoved a compass into her bag. The hole was in the top, thankfully, so it could still hold things. Maybe a tailor could give it a patch job when they got back to Lyria. “Sit down, right there. Put you hands—paws—whatever they are on your knees. And don’t move.”

“Ufu~”

“And you,” Alyssa said, glaring at Kasita. “Just… Ugh. What are you even doing here anyway?” she said to the hellhound.

“I found two more people and killed them,” the hound said, tail whipping back and forth excitedly. “I wanted to tell you, but you disappeared. Your smell stayed though, so I followed it back here.”

Alyssa felt her stomach drop at the mention of killing more people, but she didn’t say a word against it. She couldn’t. The hellhound had acted on her orders. Alyssa had told her to go kill more humans. Biting her lip, she looked down to the mess on the cave floor. “So you thought you would tear through my stuff and eat all my food?”

“I was hungry. We didn’t get much food in the…”

“Right. Of course you didn’t.” It was a wonder that the hellhound had any muscle on her at all. Maybe she had been captured only recently and hadn’t had time to atrophy. Looking at her now in proper light and without the threat of death hanging over her, Alyssa frowned. The hellhound, like a great many of the monstrous species, looked like a person. Mostly. Her face, her torso, and her upper legs and upper arms might as well have been transplanted from a bodybuilder. Her extremities changed. From the elbow and knee down, she had fur. Her hands were large paws like that of a dog or a cat. Her tail was thick and bushy as were the tall ears on top of her head. She wore… something. Bits of metal over her breasts and crotch. It couldn’t provide armor, so it was for modesty?

Maybe the Society of the Burning Shadow had forced it on her. Given their use of a cross, they might have the same aversion to undress that most Catholic organizations possessed. If the metal had been attached through piercings or magic, that might be why she hadn’t removed it since being freed.

She had probably suffered more than just starvation under their hand. Just thinking about it made Alyssa clench her fists. Knowing that, she couldn’t be quite as mad about her ransacking the supplies. But still… “Did you have to tear it apart to get to the food?” Alyssa grumbled. “And why didn’t you just eat one of those people you killed?”

“Eat people?” the hound said, making a face. “I’ll bite off your head if I need to, but eat people?”

Wow. How novel. A monster that doesn’t eat people. Alyssa was starting to think that all of them did. Imagine that. A furry thing with razor sharp teeth that had been beyond open to violence against humans thought that eating people was bad.

“Well, not your head.” The hellhound averted her flaming eyes, looking off to the side as she rubbed her knees together beneath her paws. “You’re not too mad at me, are you?”

“Ufufu~”

Alyssa buried her face in her hands, giving a few sad chuckles. Imprinting. That was what Kasita had said. Hellhounds imprinted on strong people. But what did it even mean? Surely the Society of the Burning Shadow had demonstrated strength in capturing the hound. Maybe it was different when that strength was used against the hound versus against the hound’s enemies.

“What’s your name?”

“Fela.”

“Fela. I’m sorry if this is insensitive, but don’t you have somewhere to be? A village? A home? Family?”

The dull claws on the ends of her paws dug into the ground. Her ears flipped around, laying almost flat against her head as her face twisted into a tight grimace. The swishing of her tail went still. Alyssa’s hand slowly moved to her pistol. Even Kasita took a cautious step away.

But Fela didn’t move more than that. She just stared at the ground, leaking fire from her eyes as her paws clenched then relaxed over and over again. “There is no home,” she said softly. “Not anymore. I got caught. They got killed.”

“Sorry. You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want.” She didn’t need to. Alyssa could guess what happened easily enough. Perhaps through trickery, subterfuge, or luck, Fela wound up captured. But the rest of her family had definitely fought back. And they had been overwhelmed. Or maybe they all had been exposed to the Society of the Burning Shadow’s mist and the society decided they only needed or could only contain one hellhound.

Sighing, Alyssa moved over to the pile of food and pulled out a hamburger. She really didn’t want to waste all her good food on… people who weren’t her, but she could spare one for a bit of comfort food. And anti-starvation food. “Have this,” she said, handing it over. The hellhound promptly started sniffing at it, seeming interested. “It’s probably better than those things you ate earlier.”

Those protein bars had been coated in a thin layer of chocolate. Dogs… weren’t supposed to have chocolate, were they? Hopefully that wouldn’t cause any problems. It was bad enough having a hellhound hang around. She didn’t need a sick hellhound. Unless she was an obligate carnivore. The lettuce, tomatoes, pickles, bun, and whatever else was on the burger might not be the best for her either.

Alyssa was just about to ask Fela to wait when the hound opened her gaping maw, shoved everything inside including the cardboard container, and started munching down. Snapping her own jaw shut, Alyssa could only sigh again. Well, whatever. If her first reaction was to shove anything that seemed like food into her mouth, the hellhound probably had an iron stomach.

After wrapping the food back up in the tablecloth, Alyssa took a seat, resting on the flattest… stump in the cave. It wasn’t a tree stump. It was a sort of… platform of rock. The sides were lined vertically with thick tubes of more rock, making it look like a candle that had dripped wax all over. It was probably some kind of stalagmite, but she had thought they were pointy normally.

Whatever it was, it was close enough to the cavern wall to act as a chair. That was all she cared about at the moment. Having skipped over a nap on Earth—something she was sorely regretting at the moment—Alyssa felt exhausted. Irulon sleeping on the bedroll she had brought was only making Alyssa more tired. With the draken at the cave’s entrance and the hellhound not… unfriendly, Alyssa wanted to get a few minutes of sleep as well.

Of course, she would probably wake up to find the hellhound having eaten every scrap of food in the cave. Out in the desert like this with no easy way to resupply, that would be far from ideal.

What to do about the hellhound? Fela clearly lacked anywhere to go. No home. No family. But she couldn’t go to Lyria. The people would eat her alive. Probably not literally, but maybe. It would have to be up to Irulon. The royal family could shelter her like they did the draken. All that assumed that the hellhound wanted to go with them. She very well might decide to run off on her own. Maybe try to find other hellhounds to get along with.

Regardless of Fela’s desires, Alyssa needed Irulon to wake up. She had twice checked the princess’ vitals, even pulling up a quick video on her phone to check that she was reading the heartbeats properly. Irulon was alive. There was no doubt about that. She just wasn’t conscious. It left Alyssa with little to do but twiddle her thumbs and alternate between glaring at Kasita and Fela.

Covering her yawn with her hand, Alyssa rested her head against the hard rock. It wasn’t comfortable. That should keep her awake. But maybe a minute of resting her eyes would help pass the time.

Alyssa jerked, feeling like she was falling. Her feet moved unconsciously to catch herself from the perceived threat. But that was all it was. Perceived. She blinked twice, wondering what had happened.

The cave was darker now. Even though they were around the corner from the entrance, enough light flooded in during the day to keep it bright. But the only light at the moment came from the flames at the corners of the hellhound’s eyes. It flickered off the walls, barely enough to illuminate anything.

Grabbing her flashlight, Alyssa swept it around the room. The food was intact, she was happy to see. Irulon hadn’t moved a muscle, though Musca had come back from the cave entrance and was resting next to the princess. That sight made Alyssa a little nervous, realizing that she must have fallen asleep for quite some time. The hellhound… had multiplied? One was curled up in a ball, eyes closed. Every few seconds, a slight tremble would run through her body. The other was upright, gently stroking a paw through the first’s hair.

It took Alyssa’s hazy mind a moment to catch up.

“Kasita?”

The conscious hellhound put a paw in front of her face. “Shhh.”

Alyssa dropped her voice to a whisper. “Sorry. I take it I fell asleep.”

“Ufu~ Too adorable to wake.”

Shifting, not quite sure how she should take being called adorable, Alyssa ignored it. “How long?”

“Night only fell a few minutes ago,” Kasita said, shrugging. As she did, her form shifted, shimmering momentarily until it was back to her usual. Usual being her guise as Alyssa’s sister, it seemed.

Night falling meant that it had been about six hours. Pulling out her phone to double check, she nodded. The last time she remembered looking at her phone had been just before cleaning up the mess the hellhound had made. Roughly seven hours ago. Six hours fit nicely with that. She didn’t feel fully rested. A kink in her neck from sleeping upright against the stiff rock had her rubbing at her shoulders. Still, better than nothing.

Now that it was night time, it was the best time to travel through the desert.

“I think our princess has slept long enough,” Alyssa said, grabbing a water bottle. Taking a quick drink to get rid of that nasty sleep taste in her mouth—I should have grabbed a fresh toothbrush and toothpaste while on Earth—she slowly walked over to the princess. She only made it half of the way before freezing.

Musca was eying her. That narrow, evil eye tracked her every move.

Alyssa took in a sharp breath. “I’m just going to dump some water on her face and see if we can wake her up.”

The draken didn’t respond. Alyssa actually took that to be a good sign. The only times she had really heard Musca make noise had also been the main times Alyssa had feared that she would be eaten. Musca was still staring, but, even though not a scale on its face had changed, Alyssa felt like the stare wasn’t quite so intense.

Emboldened by the lack of sharp teeth bared in her direction, Alyssa slowly resumed her approach. She made it right up to Irulon and knelt at her side. After making sure that the princess’ tome was well out of reach, Alyssa took one last drink from the water bottle.

Then she upended the entire thing over Irulon’s face. A waste, but she had more bottles stored away. Plus a few sodas. It got Irulon sputtering, which was all Alyssa wanted at the moment.

“T-Tess? What do you think…” She snapped her eyes open, staring up at Alyssa with violet eyes. A blink turned those eyes black and white. As soon as they changed, she drew in a sharp breath and clutched at her chest, rocking back and forth on the ground.

Alyssa went into full panic mode. “What’s wrong? Irulon?” The princess was gasping for breath. Hadn’t Tenebrael fixed her properly? The skin had been unbroken and all the bones had felt firm. Alyssa had confirmed that for herself. So what…

“It… is… nothing.” Irulon’s voice sounded short on breath. Each word came out labored. But her rocking slowed down as she let her arms drop to her sides. “I reviewed… my most recent… memories. Pain included.” Her breathing was slowly returning to normal. Once she was back to regular steady breaths, Irulon moved her hands up to her face, pressing her palms to her eyes. “This is pathetic. Once again, I am lying on my back with you standing over me.”

Irulon’s fist slammed into the ground at her side. “I am better than this,” she snapped.

Alyssa licked her lips, whetting them as she considered what to say. “To be fair, I don’t think you could have done anything about… The angel attacked you.”

“So I surmised.” Her hand ran down her face, taking some of the water with it. “But I could have done something. I got greedy. I had ample opportunity to flee. When the angel first appeared and scared away the guild. When the angel appeared before us. When the angel appeared following our freeing the monsters. When the angel directly acted against us by creating those traps. All of them were warnings. Instead, I pursued. And what did I get for it? A hole in my chest—in my heart the size of my fist.”

“Yeah. It took Tenebrael to put you back together.” Alyssa had considered trying to hide that fact from Irulon, worried that it might inflate her ego a bit too much if she knew that her deity had personally intervened. But it was also the biggest thing that might help Irulon feel a little better about herself.

That and Irulon would probably figure it out on her own. She was good at putting pieces together like that.

Sure enough, Irulon opened her eyes. They were once again violet as they stared deep into Alyssa’s eyes. “Tenebrael saved me?” she said, barely audible.

“If not for her, well, I wouldn’t have been able to do anything for you. As you said, you had a hole in your chest. I didn’t even have a healing potion.” Alyssa glanced back to where the staff was leaning against the wall near the food supply. “Though I wouldn’t say that we got nothing out of it.”

From the corner of her eyes, Alyssa noticed the princess flinching slightly as she set her eyes on the staff. It was a familiar flinch. One that Alyssa had noticed herself making when swords were swinging. Alyssa carefully pretended that she hadn’t noticed a thing. The princess had already mentioned her pride being injured back when speaking with Oxart. This incident has surely driven a knife into that wound. Gouging it further would just be needlessly cruel.

Irulon moved, sitting upright. “Hand it here, would you?”

“Be careful!” Kasita spoke up from her position with the hellhound, even raising her voice despite having just shushed Alyssa. “There is something off about that thing. It is unnatural and shouldn’t exist.”

“I will take your words under advisement. However, I would still like to examine it.”

Alyssa held up a finger. “If I might make a suggestion first.” When Irulon didn’t protest, Alyssa took a breath and continued. “Let’s go back to Lyria. Right now. You can look at it on the way all you want.”

The princess folded her arms across her chest, glaring.

“We need to warn them that the Society of the Burning Shadow felt bold enough to build an outpost only a few days away,” Alyssa said, hurrying to explain a few reasons she had thought up earlier. “While it has been destroyed—the church toppled when your Fractal Lock wore off and I set fire to some of the buildings on my way out, and there are no people left alive—there could still be other outposts like it. The ride back will give you plenty of time to examine the staff and I can explain exactly what happened while you were out… some of which you might be extremely interested in.”

Having planned this part out, Alyssa stood, walked over to the food, and slid the pizza box out from under everything else without hesitation. She had to slip her flashlight into her pocket, but with the light pointing out, it still lit up the cave well enough even without Kasita making flames in her eyes. “You must be starving too. I don’t know about you, but I can never think properly while hungry. So I’ve got a bit of a surprise and present for you, to distract you from nearly being killed!”

Irulon did not look impressed. Her arms were firmly crossed and showed no sign of uncrossing. Her eyes were hard and angry. She hadn’t smiled. And… once again, Alyssa couldn’t help but feel as if there were something off about the princess. The same sensation occurred back when she had been checking Irulon’s injuries, but she had shrugged it off then, assuming it had been because of how the princess’ face had relaxed while unconscious. But it was happening again.

Shrugging it off—it was probably nothing—Alyssa cracked open the pizza box.

A hot aroma of cheesy pepperoni grease filled the cave instantly. Alyssa’s heart skipped a beat at smelling that for the first time in months. Her mouth immediately started filling with saliva, forcing her to swallow.

Irulon didn’t seem to fall under the same sway, but she did raise an eyebrow. Her glare turned to one of curiosity, followed shortly by her eyes turning black and white. They flicked over everything, from the top of the open pizza box to the savory dish of Italian origin.

“Stop analyzing everything and just enjoy it. You won’t ever get something like this again. Not anytime soon, at least.” With that said, Alyssa plopped the box onto the ground, grabbed a slice by the crust, and pulled. She almost started drooling as she saw the cheesy strands of melted cheese cling to the neighboring slices. The slice was halfway to her face when she noticed a pair of burning eyes peek over the top of the pizza box.

Alyssa rolled her eyes. Not wanting black fur to get all over, Alyssa handed her slice over. She wasted no time in grabbing a second slice and shoving it into her mouth before anything else could interrupt her.

Closing her eyes, she savored every little aspect of it. From the tomato sauce to the perfectly cooked crust. I could die happy right now. Who knew a little pizza could fix all the horrors of the world. Once they got back to Lyria, maybe she would send a message to the Teneville brothers and ask if their tomato plants were working out. If she was still on this stupid world once they had a healthy production going, she vowed to open a pizza parlor. No more adventuring. No more fighting for her life. Just a steady income and good food.

Halfway through her first piece, Alyssa found the hellhound’s paw reaching around the box for another. Alyssa quickly handed her another one before the fur could get everywhere. Then, she pulled out an extra slice and offered it to the princess. “Come on. I’m sure you’ve guessed with your deductions by now. It is indeed food from my world. You don’t want to let the hellhound eat it all, do you?”

The princess shifted her eyes to Alyssa. She didn’t often ask real questions. If she said something with a question mark at the end, it was probably a leading question, not meant for gaining knowledge, but to shift someone else’s viewpoint in an obtuse manner. But right now, Alyssa could see the real question in her eyes before she opened her mouth. “How?”

“Later. Stop ruining everything with too much thinking. This is a break from our trials and tribulations. Just enjoy it. Quick! Before it gets cold.” She practically shoved the extra piece into Irulon’s hands and watched.

The princess sniffed it twice as if she hadn’t been able to smell it from the moment the box opened. After a moment, she gingerly placed it into her mouth, chewed, and frowned. Did she not like it? But, after swallowing, she ate more. So she must like it.

“See? It’s good, isn’t it?”

Alyssa didn’t even wait for the response before finishing off her own piece. The hellhound was looking like she wanted a third piece and even Musca was eying the food. She was pretty sure that she could hear Izsha’s footsteps approaching as well, likely wondering what the smell was about.

She had competition.

Glancing to the bag of food, she wondered if she should grab the soda as well. Hard to have pizza without a good soda to go with it. Irulon wasn’t eating with the same enthusiasm, but she was eating. Exposing her to two of the least healthy foods Earth had to offer in a single sitting might be too much for someone used to a palate of bland food and bland alcohol.

No. Pizza was fine for now. Maybe when they stopped for another rest on the way back to Lyria.

Although she still had a lot of problems on her mind, the hellhound foremost among them, Alyssa could put them aside while she ate. Hopefully the princess would as well.
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                Alyssa had to silence her phone. She was honestly surprised that it had taken two days. Chris Altrac, the man she had rescued from certain death, was understandably confused. Unfortunately for him, Alyssa was trying to sleep during the day so that she could travel at night. They were almost back to Lyria, so she could meet up with him then. She should have been back by now, but her party wasn’t making quite as good a time on the way back as they had on their trip out to rescue Oxart.

She blamed Irulon.

The princess had developed an obsession with… everything, basically. The staff. The food. Alyssa. And especially Kasita.

“It’s really getting annoying,” the mimic whispered as they rode along shortly after dusk. “She pokes and prods me constantly. Both physically and with magic.”

“I can understand the staff. And the food. But she has hardly bothered me, so I don’t know why she is suddenly interested in you.”

“Yeah. Creepy. I don’t know human magic all that well, but a few of the spells she has used on me seem to be trying to discover my recent history. Like that Retrograde Cognition spell.”

“If she wants to see Earth, I have a phone full of videos of the planet.”

“I almost feel bad for her. She was stuck in that stasis the whole time. Maybe we shouldn’t have told her. Spare her feelings and also spare me being experimented upon.”

Alyssa shook her head. “No. She would have figured it out.” Irulon might not have been able to guess exactly what had happened, but she definitely would have put a few things together. At the very least, she would have figured out that Alyssa had visited Earth during her stasis. Alyssa had mentioned that she and Kasita had been trapped in a single room the whole time and that it really hadn’t been that interesting, but apparently that didn’t matter.

The only thing that got the princess to settle down had been mentioning that Tenebrael had been the one who decreed that Irulon and the draken stay in their stasis for the duration. Having her god be the one to shut down her travel plans had to hurt, which was why Alyssa had added a ‘yet’ to the end of telling her that Tenebrael thought she wasn’t ready for a visit to Earth. It wasn’t even untrue. If Tenebrael ever did become powerful enough to fully ignore everything in her book or just to hold her own against Seraphim, Alyssa couldn’t see any reason why Irulon wouldn’t be allowed on Earth.

Of course, at that point, Tenebrael probably wouldn’t have any reason to keep Alyssa trapped on Nod. If Alyssa thought that time would come soon, even within a year or two, she might even be content to sit around and see if she could enjoy herself on this world a little more. Tenebrael had been at this for thousands of years. Which meant that Alyssa didn’t believe she would be ready to fight off the Throne for another few thousand.

Unfortunately for poor Tenebrael, mortals didn’t have that much time.

“Well, try not to worry too much,” Alyssa said. “I’m sure she’ll have princessly duties to attend to once we get back. Those will probably keep her from you for a time.”

“Are you going to let her keep that staff?”

Alyssa glanced back over her shoulder.

Irulon and Musca had led the way from the moment they had left Lyria, but the opposite was true on their return trip. If Musca moved too fast or started bouncing about, Irulon would let out a click of her tongue, stopping the draken nearly instantly. It was one of the main reasons they were traveling so slowly. Irulon had the staff in her hands, staring at it with her black and white eyes. Every once in a while, Alyssa would hear Irulon cast a spell. Diagnostic spells by the sound of their names.

“I don’t know,” Alyssa said quietly. She didn’t know what the princess hoped to discover by staring at the staff. While Alyssa didn’t want to stifle any discoveries, she kind of wished that the princess could hold off for a time. At least until they got back to Lyria. They would have been back by now. Surely the princess had better examination facilities and tools back in her laboratory.

As for letting the princess actually keep the staff… Alyssa would have no problem with it if she wasn’t worried about Adrael popping up to take it back. Of course, for Irulon, the staff going missing was the least of her problems. The dragon in her head was consuming her soul. Or merging with it, at least. And Adrael wanted to separate the two.

The archangel hadn’t shown up so far. There was no way it would stay that way. Without Iosefael or Tenebrael constantly hovering over them, Alyssa’s sleep hadn’t been the best. Alyssa had survived last time thanks to luck. The same might not hold true next time, especially not without angelic support. And Irulon had even less defenses against angels, being unable to see them.

Alyssa didn’t know what to do about it. But Irulon keeping the staff would only increase the likelihood that Adrael show up to take it back. And she would probably separate their souls while she was in the neighborhood.

She had mentioned the problem to Irulon, who had merely shrugged and said that she would think about it. She hadn’t said anything about her and the dragon souls merging, another thing that had Alyssa worried. Even after speaking with Tenebrael, Alyssa didn’t know what a soul really was or what it meant. Perhaps merging the souls wouldn’t even be anything bad. The angels didn’t like it, but screw the angels.

It was, ultimately, a personal problem for the princess. Other than fear of uncertainty, Alyssa didn’t have anything to contribute to that particular issue.

The only other immediate problem was the hellhound. Fela wasn’t anywhere in sight, but Alyssa had a feeling that the hellhound was still around. Her feeling stemmed from the previous night. Fela hadn’t been around then either, but still appeared just as Alyssa was unpacking some submarine sandwiches.

Then again, the palace was in sight now. Every step made it grow larger on the horizon. The towers around Lyria and even the much lower wall were all visible. They were almost back. And that might have scared off the hellhound.

Looking up at the palace, Alyssa couldn’t help but frown. There was something different about it. Taking a glimpse through her binoculars, she quickly found the difference. There were violet banners hanging from one of the highest floors almost halfway down the sloped sides of the palace. There was no way those banners had been there before. They were gigantic. A hundred yards, at least. She would have noticed them. They were identical, as far as she could tell, to the violet banners that stood outside the city near the gates. Each had a white eye with black designs mimicking the tattoos Tenebrael had on her face.

“Izsha, do you mind waiting for Irulon for a moment? Get us within talking distance, please.” She was tempted to tell Izsha to just rush ahead. At full speed, the draken could probably cross the fields and make it to the gate in ten minutes. However, Alyssa really wasn’t interested in trying to get past the gate without Irulon there to handle the guards. She could easily see them attacking, not realizing or not caring that Izsha belonged to Brakkt’s group of draken.

If Oxart had given them orders to do so, they might just try to arrest her anyway. Alyssa was really hoping that Oxart had taken some time to think about it and maybe decided that she didn’t need to throw a treason charge around. And in the case that Oxart did, she hoped that Irulon really could protect her. Alyssa had been raised to own up to her mistakes. But owning up to exile to the First City? Or worse…

Shaking her head, Alyssa waited for Musca to catch up now that Izsha had dropped its brisk run to a slow trot. As the princess grew closer, Kasita made a small noise. Just a little grunt. A moment later and the mimic was gone. Disguised as something. Maybe a rock in the bag. Maybe she had wrapped herself around the bag itself.

“We’re almost there,” Alyssa said, ignoring the sudden absence of the mimic.

The princess didn’t look up from the staff. Alyssa really had no idea what she was looking for. The golden haft had a spiral to it, but that was it. The ruby was a smooth gemstone, larger than any Alyssa had ever seen, but otherwise unremarkable as far as she could tell. Neither the gold nor the ruby had any markings or angelic text to them. “I am aware,” she said eventually. And then she promptly started mumbling under her breath. It was too quiet to hear everything, but Alyssa picked out a few words.

Curious. Gold too pure? Should be fragile. Soft. No magic detected.

“There are large purple banners hanging from the sides of the palace.”

It was slow, but Irulon finally looked up. Even as she tilted her head, her eyes lingered on the staff until the very last moment. Once those black and white eyes hit Alyssa, she blinked, turning them violet.

She immediately sagged in her seat, slumping slightly.

Alyssa started, worried that the princess would fall right off Musca’s back. But she didn’t. Irulon put a hand to her forehead, closing her eyes, but remained steady.

“Are you alright?”

“Not this again,” she grumbled. “Does your trinket say I’m going to keel over?”

“No. I just—”

“I am fine. Tired, is all. I’ve been abusing my companion to try to glean more information lately. It is taking its toll.”

“Don’t push yourself too hard,” Alyssa said, putting on a wan smile. “I’d hate for you to fall unconscious. It would mean that I’d have to wake you up again. Poor Tess. I don’t know how she manages.”

Irulon didn’t seem to find the humor in Alyssa’s little joke. She continued rubbing her forehead for a moment before flicking her eyes up to the palace. They twitched to their black and white form for a bare instant just as they had when Alyssa had first seen them, eliciting a wince from the princess. “Banners,” she said as if she had just remembered them being mentioned.

“Large purple ones hanging from the higher floors.”

“Father has returned.”

“The Pharaoh?”

“No. My other father,” Irulon said in an irritable drawl. “Sorry,” she said, letting out a sigh. “I think I need to lie down for a time in a proper bed, rather than my travel bedroll.”

Alyssa nodded her head, feeling much the same way. Just sitting down on a modern couch had her longing for a proper bed too. Of course, her idea of a proper bed and Irulon’s probably differed, but the point was still there. Going from a taste of modern amenities to a sleeping bag on rocks was rough. They didn’t even have a tent. She had left hers at Tzheitza’s place, not wanting to lug around the extra weight when Oz said that they could use the larger hide tent.

But they had taken that with them.

She was just glad that it hadn’t actually rained while they were out there. The sky had been looking cloudy for the last day or so.

“So, Oxart mentioned some things about your father not standing for… me or my actions. That’s… uh, not going to be a problem, is it?”

“You’re a Rank Six arcanist. At risk of being laughed out of the Observatorium, I’d consider calling you Rank Seven. I’m not saying that I or my father couldn’t do what you did with Annihilator, but we wouldn’t have been able to do it with Annihilator. And it would have required preparation.”

“Doesn’t that just make me more dangerous?”

“More valuable. If Lyria does fall under siege by a million ants, or a million anything, having one more person around who can cut out a significant portion of the opposing army in one fell swoop is vital. You could probably decimate a million ants alone with the strange oddities you have. My father, myself, and Administrator Devo would probably cut down a hundred thousand each, provided we had a small window of preparation beforehand. After that, we would need additional time to prepare another large scale spell or we would have to join the rank and file with standard Rank Six spell cards.”

“That’s why you had Oxart tell your brother to prepare.”

“Hm. A force that large would require preparation no matter how we handled it, but yes. Thanks to us, we shouldn’t have to worry too much about it anymore. Not for a time at least. If the guild succeeds in destroying most of the fairy commune, the survivors will relocate. Hopefully to a position out of the Juno Federation’s immediate reach. Still, it would be best to increase military patrols throughout the desert. That the Society of the Burning Shadow was able to build a sizable outpost only a few days away is sure to shock even the nobles into action. I can’t believe we missed it.”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Alyssa said. “Archangel Adrael almost certainly had been feeding her followers information on the future, likely keeping their own patrols out of sight of anyone who might have been looking for them. And she was protecting the outpost herself. It’s possible that she hid it when she foresaw people coming.”

“And she didn’t this time…”

“Because I seem to ruin the angels’ plans just by existing.”

“Hm.” Irulon fell silent for a moment, looking back down at Adrael’s staff. Her eyes flickered black, resulting in another wince. She held out the staff toward Alyssa with her eyes closed. “Take it,” she said. “I feel like I’m going to go insane if I keep staring at it.”

Coming from someone who studied magic that supposedly made everyone who studied it insane, that was probably saying something. Izsha, beautifully understanding context, drifted a little closer to Musca and Irulon, allowing Alyssa to take hold of the staff with both hands.

“I’m not through looking at it,” Irulon added once it was out of her hands. “I just need a rest first.”

“Well, let’s get you that rest,” Alyssa said, resting the staff over her lap. “What do you say we hurry back? Get the draken just a bit of exercise before we reach the palace?”

“Best to not approach the gates at high speed. We’ll find arrows and spells flung in our direction before we’re halfway through the fields. They’ll panic no matter what, but a vigorous pace should give them time to recognize just who they’re dealing with before anything unfortunate should occur.”

As soon as she finished speaking, both Musca and Izsha took off. They didn’t fly across the terrain. Not like they had when first freed from the confines of the palace. But Alyssa wasn’t sure she would call their speed merely vigorous. It was only because she had grown so used to Izsha that she managed to avoid being thrown out of the saddle. In fact, she was fairly confident that Izsha was doing far less to compensate for an unskilled rider now than she had been. Perhaps the draken was trusting her to know at least roughly what she was doing now.

It was almost a shame that they would be back so soon. She got the impression that the draken didn’t often get out of the palace. For creatures like the draken, she felt that they needed a wide open area to run around in. Being confined to the palace stables had to be a nightmare. Was it their loyalty to Brakkt that kept them there? Or were they afraid that whatever he had saved them from would come back for them if they were out of his presence for any length of time?

They could actually like it there. They probably didn’t get much exercise, but they were undoubtedly well fed and cared for.

Maybe that was something that she could change. She had been thinking of big grandiose problems. Free the slaves! Societal reforms! But those were really big. Even with half the royal family at least listening to her ideas, actually implementing anything might be impossible. But taking Izsha out for a run around the city every so often was a much smaller idea that would probably make the draken happy.

And, just maybe, if the people of Lyria saw monsters running around far more regularly, they could get over a few of their prejudices. That was a bit of a long shot, admittedly. They seemed pretty set in their ways.

Speaking of people set in their ways, the wall was fast approaching and the guards were scrambling. There were a good ten up on the wall itself. Just over half of which were armed with bows, the rest had tomes out. Twice as many were down on the ground around the gate.

“More of them than usual,” Irulon mumbled. “Something is up.”

Seeing all the armored soldiers made Alyssa tense up. And Irulon certainly wasn’t helping. They weren’t attacking. The archers didn’t even have their bows raised. But she could picture Oxart marching out of the main gate and barking an order to arrest her.

Izsha and Musca slowed down a great deal the closer they got until they were doing nothing more than walking. Irulon sat atop Musca with her back straight and her face set in stone, betraying none of the exhaustion she had put on display just a short while ago.

Attempting to mimic her, a job better left to Kasita, Alyssa sat up and even held the staff out just a bit in an attempt to appear a little more regal. She felt foolish doing so. It was almost embarrassing to pose herself. However it had happened, she wound up as part of the princess entourage. An entourage of one, unless one counted the draken. Alyssa might, but she doubted the guards would. Still, because of her association, she felt like she needed to present herself appropriately. Especially if it would help in not getting arrested.

Now close enough to see the guards’ faces beneath the wire face masks they wore on their helmets, Alyssa glanced about. She wasn’t sure if she hoped to recognize Ipo among the crowd or if she hoped they were all fresh recruits. The latter definitely wasn’t true. She had walked through a whole crowd of guards on her way to Oxart outside the palace. Even if she hadn’t glanced at any one of them for any length of time, they all would probably recognize her.

Just thinking about that made her wilt slightly. It took a force of effort to keep her feelings off her face. How did the princess manage? It was no wonder she was so terse with just about everyone if she had to keep up her princess facade at all times. Alyssa had lied a lot, or acted a lot, since arriving in Lyria. But never to Irulon’s degree. Never so much. She let her guard down plenty around… pretty much everyone she had spoken with more than twice.

“Stand aside, guardsmen.” Irulon kept her tone polite yet stern.

The guards did not follow her orders. There was a bit of hesitation before one of them stepped forward. It took Alyssa a moment, but she recognized him and his bushy mustache. Donovan of the Northgate Guard. He had been the one to lead her to Oxart and had been the one Irulon told Alyssa to warn about Oxart being under a fairy’s control.

“I’m sorry, Princess. With the recent infiltration, we have orders to search every incoming and outgoing party.”

“Do you now,” Irulon said. Her eyebrow twitched. It was a subtle thing, but it was there. “On whose orders? Captain Oxart?”

“N-No. Oxart has been temporarily relieved of her duties and is undergoing an investigation. I don’t know when or if she will return to her post.”

That got Irulon’s impassive smile to crack. It twisted into a deep scowl. One that made some armor jangle as a few of the guards actually flinched. “An investigation for what?”

“Among several other things, including desertion and conspiracy, she is primarily accused of treason, your Highness.”

Alyssa flinched this time. This was her fault. She just knew it. If not for her, Oxart never would have abandoned her post, never would have disappeared for a few days.

“Treason,” Irulon repeated, voice having lost any semblance of a good mood. “For being victim to a fairy during an emergency situation? Ridiculous. On whose authority is she accused? Not my father’s, surely. The nobles wouldn’t be quite so overt in removing one of their own guard captains.”

She might have been able to figure it out if left long enough, but she didn’t need to. Donovan spoke up again. “Captain Decorous has assumed control of the Central Garrison with Snopkin’s death as well as the Northgate in Oxart’s absence. He found letters written in Oxart’s hand within her office implicating her in the attacks.”

Irulon’s scowl reached its peak. She closed her eyes, wincing momentarily. “A ploy?” she mumbled, barely audible. “No. Too obvious. Planting them would be the first thing investigated. No. She’s loyal. Not to me nor to the nobles, but to the people. From our brief encounter, I’m positive of that. I disagree. Decorous is definitely using the situation to his advantage, but he didn’t place the papers.” She reached up and started massaging her forehead with one hand. “I’d need to see them. And speak with the cap—with Oxart. More information is required.”

“Princess?” Donovan said, taking a step closer. “We need to search your equipment before you can enter.”

“You will not,” Irulon thundered, snapping her violet eyes open. “I am the Seventh Princess… or maybe Fifth Princess—it’s all a bit confusing at the moment. Regardless, you have no authority to search my belongings. I would not submit myself before even the Royal Guard, let alone Decorous’ lackeys. Attack me if you dare or get out of my way. Musca! Izsha!”

That was all the warning Alyssa had to grab hold of Izsha’s neck. She almost dropped the staff doing so.

At being called out, the two draken started moving. Donovan and two others had to throw themselves to the side as the giant lizards flew through the air. In the blink of an eye, they were through the gate and charging through the city streets. She managed to glance over her shoulder. Despite still being in view of the arcanists and the bowmen on top of the wall, neither of them raised their weapons to attack. In short order, the draken had turned down a different street.

And the gate went out of sight.

“To the palace,” Irulon said. “No stops.”
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                Seeing the Black Prince out of his armor was an interesting experience. It wasn’t something Alyssa had really considered. She had other things on her mind most of the time and his armor rated low on the importance totem pole. And yet, seeing him without it was shocking. She had compared him to Darth Vader upon first seeing him and Vader was never seen without his armor.

Brakkt stood in the middle of the stables, dressed in a fanciful robe similar to the dresses that Irulon wore to the Observatorium. Although his had slightly less jewelry woven into it. He looked smaller. Less imposing. His violet eyes were half-lidded and he was stifling a yawn as Alyssa entered. It was almost disappointing how… normal he looked. The Black Prince was an implacable man, an unstoppable force. Brakkt was an older brother, woken up by a Message from his little sister. He did still carry that enchanted sword at his side. Even without the armor, she doubted that he would be a pushover.

Luckily, she didn’t need to attack him. Neither did she want to.

“And how was your little journey?” he… cooed? “Did you have lots of fun?”

Musca and Izsha bounded over to him and started nuzzling him, getting head pats in return. Alyssa slid out of the saddle. She landed steadily on her feet. Finally, she was back where it all started. Or… where her latest journey had started. And she wasn’t even under arrest. Thinking about it gave her a pang of guilt, but she hoped Irulon would help out Oxart. At the very least, the princess would ascertain the truth. From her brief conversation with Oxart the night of the latest attack, she didn’t think that the captain was a traitor. Then again, a traitor would probably not blatantly advertise that fact. They wouldn’t last long if they did.

Irulon landed on her feet as well, sighing slightly. “Remind me, if I ever have a lapse in judgment and decide to seek revenge again, that I am rich and can afford to hire people to do it for me. It might not be as gratifying, but it’s a lot less trouble.”

“Things didn’t go as planned?” Brakkt said, voice much deeper and with a slight gravelly rumble to it. He turned his head away from the draken, looking to his sister. Irulon wasn’t paying attention, rubbing her forehead with her eyes closed again, but Alyssa was. His eyes narrowed, looking almost confused at something.

“Hm. I suppose that depends. We found a sizable outpost three days out, give or take.” Brakkt opened his mouth, but Irulon held up a hand. “Killed everyone inside and destroyed most of it. I’ll give you more details later. But…” Irulon’s hand drifted up to her chest. “There were a lot of revelations. I have a great deal to tell you and father. A lot of which neither of you are going to believe.”

A moment of silence passed. Maybe Brakkt was waiting for something unbelievable, but Irulon wasn’t offering.

“I take it the outpost is what the guard captain was talking about?”

“You spoke with her?”

“She is currently in a Central Garrison holding cell. Not too happy, but yes. She said she had important information from you. I listened.”

“The exact message should have warned of a million ants possibly being mind controlled by the Society of the Burning Shadow. I don’t believe that will happen any time soon now that I’ve destroyed the outpost, but it is a situation that still warrants consideration. Regardless, have Oxart transferred to a palace cell. I wish to review her situation personally. Though not tonight. I require rest, a bath, and some decent food.” Irulon glanced over to Alyssa. “Your food is just a bit… much for my tastes. Though I am interested in sampling more, so don’t consume it all.”

Alyssa just shrugged. If the princess didn’t want any, that was more for her. And maybe she could offer some to Tzheitza as a little apology for maybe being a little tiny bit responsible for destroying her storefront. She deflated a bit. That was another thing she had to do. Irulon had offered a room in the palace—they apparently had plenty—but Alyssa couldn’t just up and leave without saying something to the potioneer. Besides that, she had left a few things at the shop. Like her tent.

And she wasn’t sure that she could live in a palace. Any palace. It was too big. Too… crowded. Even if she had a whole floor to herself, there were just too many people living in the building. She wasn’t sure how she felt about servants waiting on her either.

Still, if Tzheitza decided that she didn’t want such a troublesome roommate anymore, Alyssa might have to agree. At least for a time.

But that could wait until morning. Tzheitza tended to sleep early to wake up and get the shop going by the crack of dawn. Barging in now would just irritate her more.

Realizing that another silence had fallen on the group, Alyssa glanced about. Irulon had a hand to her chin, keeping her eyes closed. Brakkt was the opposite. He was staring unblinkingly at his sister.

“Did something happen to you?” he said.

“More than you can know…” Her eyes snapped open again. “But what are you referring to?”

“I’m not sure. Something about you is different, but I can’t quite place it.”

Alyssa stiffened. She had thought she had seen something similar, but had dismissed it over the past few days of travel as just a stress induced delusion. But if her brother was saying something was odd as well…

“You noticed something too?” Irulon had apparently seen something on Alyssa’s face because she looked over with narrowed eyes.

“I thought it was my imagination!”

Irulon had her eyes narrowed as she glanced from her brother to Alyssa and back. “Your trinket. Hand it over.”

Alyssa complied, not bothering to argue. As if she had done it a hundred times, Irulon switched it to the front facing camera and stared at her self. She stared a moment, eyes flicking black and white.

Then she started smiling.

And laughing.

“She has left me with a gift.” Her hand traced over the tattoos on her face. “They’re perfect.”

“A gift?” Alyssa said, staring. “Your tattoos? She fixed your tattoos?” How did she manage that? Tenebrael whined all day about how she couldn’t do anything, and then she does that? It wasn’t like altering the tattoos went unnoticed. Maybe if it had only been Alyssa, but Brakkt had noticed too. Was it just too small to matter in the grand scheme of things?

That was probably it, though Irulon had a wide grin on her face now, so it mattered to someone.

“She has blessed me.”

Ugh.

“Who has, sister?”

“I’ll tell you later. I’d rather not explain a hundred times to you and then have to go reexplain everything to our father.” She looked over to the draken and ran a hand down the tiger striped scales of Musca’s neck. “Your draken performed admirably. Praise them all you wish. Please remove their saddlebags for me and carry them to a room where Alyssa may spend the night. They have food in them that belongs to her. I—” She paused, clasping a hand over a yawn. “I need to sleep soon. I imagine father will be calling for me at morning to hear my full report.”

Irulon started walking toward the stairs only to pause. It took Alyssa a moment to realize the cause of her hesitation. Half of a head was poking around the corner. Green eyes framed by blond hair gazed around the room with no small amount of suspicion. Dark rings lined the one eye that Alyssa could see.

“Tess,” Irulon said, stifling another yawn. “I am pleased to see you on your feet. Draw a bath for me.”

The girl smiled, partially stepping around the stairwell’s corner. Her hair draped down over half of her face, covering up all the tattoos that she had on the left side of her. The bright smile faltered as her eyes drifted away from Irulon. She first looked at the draken, which made her her flinch. When she reached Alyssa, she just narrowed her eyes into a glare before quickly turning back to the princess.

“I’m happy to see you back safe, Princess Irulon,” she said, gloved fingers nervously clutching the hem of her outfit. “But there might not be time for a bath. Your father asked me to fetch you.”

“What. Now?”

Tess’ long hair bobbed as she nodded her head.

Irulon groaned. “What is the old man doing awake?” she mumbled to herself. “Fine. I’d better not keep him waiting.” Turning, she looked to Alyssa. “You’ll be fine on your own? With Tess here, she can find you a room to stay in if my brother is unable or unwilling.”

“M-Me?” Tess sputtered. “But I should be attending—”

“Oh, you will be attending to me. As soon as Alyssa is settled in, I want you to draw me a bath. Lay out my most comfortable clothing and ensure my bed is prepared as well.”

Though the heavy bag under her one visible eye made Tess look like a zombie, her face did brighten at having a job to do. “Shall I fetch you a meal as well?”

“Yes. Please,” Irulon said quickly. Almost too quickly. She glanced over to Alyssa and simply shrugged.

“Fair enough,” Alyssa said. On the way back, they had tried out a great number of foods. Irulon hadn’t found the Mexican to be tasty at all, but she hadn’t appeared to mind a turkey sandwich. “More for me, even if there isn’t too much left.” Two meals a day for three days split between herself, Irulon, and a ravenous hellhound left her with a significant chunk of food missing. Alyssa might have been a little upset at having to share with the hellhound if she wasn’t anticipating gathering more food when Tenebrael showed up in a few days.

Irulon took two steps toward the stairs before hesitating with a glance down at herself. “Ah. Tess. There is one thing I require of you immediately.”

“Anything, Princess Irulon.”

“Fetch a brush and remove as much dust as possible from my armor. I can’t appear before father like this.”

“Would you prefer a proper dress?”

“Not unless I’m being afforded enough time to clean my face and my hair. Best to appear before him as a successful warrior rather than a filthy princess. Any brush will do. I imagine Brakkt has one here in the stables.”

The Black Prince… whose title really didn’t fit him well without the armor on, nodded his head. “The door just over there contains supplies.”

Tess glanced to the door, then to the nearest draken—a larger one lying on its side amid a pile of hay not far from the stairwell’s doorway. She closed her eyes, took a breath, then practically sprinted to the door and disappeared inside.

“Alyssa, might I request your trinket? The phone? Explaining certain aspects of our adventure to my father will be far easier with that in hand.”

“Sure,” Alyssa said with only a little hesitation. Having had the opportunity to test out Tenebrael’s additional features, she was far less concerned about it going missing or winding up damaged.

It only took a minute for Tess to come back with a horse brush. During the short time she was inside the room, Irulon, phone now in hand, had crossed the stables to be right next to her. Without a word from either girl, Tess got right to scrubbing down the dark scales of the armor. Flakes of grime fell to the floor in droves, even creating a small dust cloud around the princess. Irulon held out her arms so that Tess might easier get to her sides.

It actually made Alyssa glance down at herself. Princess Irulon wasn’t even that dirty in comparison. Even after cleaning it on Earth, her armor looked like she had been tied behind a horse and dragged through a pit of mud. As much as she enjoyed the feeling of protection… and maybe actual protection given the few times she had fallen from Izsha and the one time she had been hit by a spell, Alyssa could really do with a change of clothes. Especially modern clothes. Maybe Tenebrael could provide her some when she…

A sudden thought had Alyssa scowling.

She was doing just what Tenebrael wanted her to do. She was relying on Tenebrael. The food. The weapons. The possibility of clothing. Her prayers were being answered, even if they weren’t literal prayers, and her dependence on Tenebrael was growing.

Maybe she didn’t need modern clothing. Asking Irulon for a few sets of local attire, regular clothes and not battle armor, might be the better option. She would still be depending on someone else, but she wouldn’t be giving the stupid angel the satisfaction of her plan working. Tenebrael was the better of the three angels she had encountered and probably the best of them all. Still, the thought of giving Tenebrael the gratification irked Alyssa.

It was spite. It was petty. It was the least Alyssa could do.

Turning away from Irulon, Alyssa found Brakkt already removing the saddle from Musca. Deciding to make herself useful instead of standing around waiting to be waited on like… a princess, Alyssa walked right up to Izsha and started working on the saddle she had ridden for the past week or so.

“I can handle it,” Brakkt said, hefting the heavy saddle from Musca without even a grunt of effort.

“It’s fine.” Alyssa quickly unstrapped the saddle from Izsha and did the same. Fully loaded, the saddles were not light. Not for the first time, she wondered just how bad the weight was for the draken’s backs. They weren’t beasts of burden, bred for centuries for the task of carrying heavy weights for humans like horses and other farm animals. Then again, they weren’t stupid animals either. They surely would have complained if the weight went beyond something they could carry. “I learned from watching Irulon,” Alyssa continued as she gently set the saddle on the ground. “Though, between you and me, I’m a little surprised she managed without Tess there to do it for her.”

“You are not as quiet as you think you are,” Irulon called, voice slightly testy.

“But I’m not hearing any objections,” Alyssa said with a smile.

“Hm. That’s enough, Tess. I’d rather not garner ire by delaying so long that another servant gets sent to fetch me. Alyssa, I will see about greeting you in the morning.”

“Yeah. Sounds good. Uh, before you go, this meeting with your father isn’t going to wind up with me arrested, is it?”

“Still concerned about what Oxart said? Don’t be. After all, she is the one incarcerated at the moment.”

“And I really don’t want to join her.” Tenebrael would free her in a few days regardless of what happened, unless, of course, they decided to jump immediately to execution. Better to avoid thinking about that. Although getting freed by Tenebrael would be yet another situation that forced her to rely on the angel. Compared to a Get Out of Jail Free card, accepting clothes was nothing.

“Put it out of your mind.” Irulon stepped into the stairwell entryway before pausing once again. “Oh. Try not to wander around the palace much. Last time I invited a friend to stay, they wound up lost for weeks.” She disappeared up the staircase before Alyssa could so much as open her mouth.

“That… was a joke, right?” Alyssa said, looking to Brakkt. “There aren’t people lost in this palace, are there?”

“Of course it was a joke,” he said as he pulled a large rock from between Musca’s scales, an action that earned a snap of its jaw in his direction. “My sister doesn’t have friends.”

Alyssa glared, not sure just how serious he was being at the moment.

“Shall I show you to a room?” Tess said, stepping closer. Only one step though. Her eyes darted to the relaxing draken once again before she took another step away. She sounded polite, but having heard the tone in her voice when she had been speaking to Irulon, it probably wasn’t anywhere near sincere.

“One moment,” Alyssa said, pulling out food from Izsha’s saddle. There was still enough that she didn’t want to leave it just lying about. As she worked, Brakkt started unloading the other saddle. Most of it was either Irulon’s belongings or their original supplies that Brakkt had sent with them. With an armful of packaged food and a golden staff pinned between her chest and her full arms, Alyssa stood and nodded to Tess. “Ready.”

“Very well.” Tess turned and started walking without a single offer to help carry bags. She definitely wasn’t getting a tip. “Follow me, the dungeons are right this way.”

“Uh…”

“I believe my sister meant the second floor guest accommodations, Tess.”

“Ah. Of course. Second floor guest accommodations. Those would be right this way.”

“If you find yourself descending, smelling mold, or surrounded by metal bars, send me a Message and I’ll ensure that Tess is suitably punished,” Brakkt said, stepping right up close to Tess. She shirked back, but he just held out his hand. “The brush, Tess. I’d like to tidy up Musca and Izsha as long as I’m awake.”

“Yes, Prince Brakkt.” Tess held out the brush with both hands, offering it as if it were a fragile bit of glass artwork.

He took it in one hand, returned to Musca, and started scrubbing away at the top of her head.

Shaking her head, Alyssa hurried to follow Tess. The servant girl was already halfway up the stairs and showed no signs of slowing. If she wound up left behind, she might be wandering the halls of the palace for weeks. Brakkt hadn’t denied that part of Irulon’s comment.

When she had first climbed the stairs of the palace to reach Irulon’s floor and later when she had descended down to the stables, the palace stairs hadn’t felt like more than a single flight despite the princess having her room near the top of the pyramidal structure. Alyssa hadn’t been counting, but she felt like she had been ascending far more stairs than a single flight would have. And they had passed doors as well, which Alyssa couldn’t remember having done any of the other times.

After passing three doors, Tess paused at the next. “We are arriving through the servant quarters,” she said softly. “Prince Brakkt’s private stables do not connect to any proper location in the palace. I apologize sincerely for any untidiness you may witness.”

“It’s fine. I won’t be, uh, offended or whatever,” Alyssa said. Tess didn’t sound sincere in her apologies, but Alyssa really didn’t care. Not unless this led to the dungeons.

The first thing Alyssa noticed as Tess opened the door was the lighting. The parts of the palace that she had been inside were well lit to the point where she could easily have assumed they had access to modern lights had she not known better. Here, the jars were smaller, filled with less liquid. It was a kitchen, much like the one that Alyssa had passed through on the way to Irulon’s room. Though she had been in a bit too much of a worry to really examine it at the time. An open flame boiled some kind of stew sitting in a pot. It smelled great compared to just about any other food she had tried in this world. Had she not eaten a little while ago, she might have found it quite appetizing.

“A guest of Princess Irulon,” Tess said, looking to a corner.

Alyssa jumped. She hadn’t even noticed the man seated in the corner, garbed in decent but far from fancy clothing. He must have been the chef. Or maybe he was just watching the fire to ensure it didn’t burn down anything.

He nodded his head. “The Lavender Room is occupied. Any of the others are free.”

“I’ll see to it that she is comfortable in the Room of the Vigil.”

He nodded again, face betraying no surprise despite the Room of the Vigil probably being the worst room they had. Either he expected it of Tess or she hadn’t picked the worst. Either way, Tess said nothing more to him as she crossed the kitchen to the door opposite the stairs.

The hallway beyond was pure lavish opulence. Even more so than Irulon’s floor of the palace. Which made a certain amount of sense when Alyssa thought about it. Grand statues towered over each doorway. Beautiful tapestries adorned the otherwise blank spots in walls. The ceiling was covered in long strands of glass, all filled with the light potion, creating flowing rivers of light along the ceiling. Every tile on the floor looked like it had received a modern waxing.

And all of it was simply to impress upon visitors just how rich the Pharaoh and his family were.

The Room of the Vigil was no less grand than the hallway. A bed, larger than any Alyssa had slept in but not absurdly unreasonable, occupied the majority of the room. It was one of those fancy four poster ones with curtains shielding it from the outside world. Not far away was a roaring fire set into the wall with an assortment of seats arranged around it. Wide windows opened up to a vista of the city. The southern side, it looked like by the mountains in the distance and distinct lack of yellowy desert.

“If you require anything, the bell here will ring the servants’ quarters,” Tess said, gesturing toward a rope dangling from the ceiling near the bed. “Do you wish for a hot meal brought to you?”

“No. That’s fine. Thank you, Tess.”

“Hmph.” Hands clasped in front of her, Tess gave the curtest bow possible before backing out of the room and closing the door.

“Well, Kasita,” Alyssa said, moving to set the food down on a polished wood table, “this place sure looks nice. Too nice for me, I think.”

She waited a moment for a response… but none came. No giggles. No commentary. No Kasita.

Frowning, Alyssa looked down at her pack as she set it on the floor. Was the mimic really not here? Had something upset her?

Hopefully she wasn’t getting into trouble around the palace. Actually, Alyssa scowled now that she was thinking about it, that is probably exactly what she is doing. With any luck, she would be with Brakkt. He obviously didn’t mind monsters with his fascination with the draken. A mimic probably wouldn’t bother him. If she had hitched a ride with Irulon, she would be lucky if she wasn’t found out. Through Oxart, Alyssa had finally seen evidence of people being able to detect mimics. And the Pharaoh would surely have guards that would be looking for just that sort of thing. Especially if that Loopholed palace guard had told people that Irulon wasn’t who she appeared to be.

And Irulon would probably figure out that Kasita was around even without a magic spell.

Alyssa glanced to the bell rope, wondering if she shouldn’t tell Tess. Shaking her head, she decided against it. Kasita knew what she was doing… probably. She had been the one worried about being detected. Alyssa started stripping out of the armor—and almost rang the bell to see if she could get a bath before deciding against that as well. In the morning for sure. For now, she would try to get some sleep while it was still night, even if she wasn’t all that tired just yet.

Kasita would show up on her own time, as she usually did.
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                Being back in Lyria was nice. Having a proper roof overhead while sleeping just made Alyssa feel secure, even if she knew in the back of her mind that the palace had just been attacked a week ago. At the very least, she didn’t have to worry about the rain that had started up overnight.

A small part of her had worried that she would wake up to find herself in chains and tossed to the dungeons, but that didn’t seem to be the case. Rather, she woke up to a full meal of bread, meat-filled stew, and alcohol that didn’t taste like it had been diluted with horse urine. After, she had been shown to an extravagant bath that had felt awkward to sit in. It was too rich. The servant—some younger boy, not Tess—didn’t even blink an eye when she asked for some clothes. He simply nodded his head and popped back in a few minutes later bearing a few choices. They were well made, but not nearly as extravagant as the things she had seen around the Observatorium. Cheap things designed to look expensive for guests? Or maybe Irulon had specifically mentioned that they should prepare clothes for her. The latter choice seemed more likely as she couldn’t imagine many guests showed up without anything to wear. Just her.

She wound up selecting a simple black dress that went all the way down to her ankles. It had no sleeves, though there were these… things that attached to her upper arm and extended down to a ring that went around her middle finger. Almost more like gloves except not quite. It showed off the tattoos around her right shoulder and arm. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Very few people she had seen had tattoos. Irulon had facial tattoos and Tess had an entire half of her body covered in tattoos. That was about it. And Tess went far out of her way to hide all her tattoos.

A light knock on the door interrupted her attempts at tightening the bicep strap on the detached sleeves. “Come in,” Alyssa said. Hopefully the servant boy wasn’t bringing her more clothes. She wasn’t sure that she could actually keep these and, honestly, wasn’t sure that she wanted to. Dresses were not really her thing. They weren’t practical enough. Alyssa preferred pants.

Speak of the devil.

Tess entered the room wearing that apron-like outfit. Her face, the half Alyssa could see, was poised and betrayed no emotion. Though it probably wouldn’t stay like that. The young girl seemed to get flustered and agitated easily.

“Princess Irulon only returned from her meeting with the Pharaoh an hour ago,” she said, stepping fully into the room. Her eyes flicked to Alyssa’s shoulder, but she didn’t say anything. “I regret to inform you that she has decided to retire for a time and will not be able to meet with you soon.”

Translation: An already exhausted Irulon stumbled to her bed and promptly passed out, Alyssa thought, glancing to the golden staff leaning against the wall next to the bed. No angel had stolen it back during her sleep, she was happy to note. Irulon had been tired from all her examination of the staff even before reaching Lyria. Spending literally the entire rest of the night talking with her father couldn’t have gone over well. And with how hard Alyssa had found it to wake her up… she would be lucky if they met today at all.

Alyssa didn’t like sitting around doing nothing. If she wound up staying in the palace, that would be exactly what she would end up doing. On top of her list of things to do now that she was back in the city was to go see Tzheitza. She needed to apologize for being at least partially responsible for the destruction of the front of her shop and stealing the healing potion. Depending on how Tzheitza reacted, she might have to pick up her gear and find a new place to stay. After Tzheitza… Chris Altrac. She at least needed to meet with him and explain the situation. Beyond that, well, he was a grown man. He better not need her to babysit him.

“I can leave, right?”

“Leave the palace? Certainly. Shall I show you the way?”

“Maybe in a minute,” Alyssa said, looking back down at her sleeve. Maybe all this wasn’t worth it. The dress didn’t even have pockets. Equipping her holsters would be a pain. It offered less protection than a denim jacket. Ugh, dresses.

“Like this,” Tess said with an audible sigh. She crossed the room, grabbed the sleeve, and twisted a little thing with one hand that tightened it around Alyssa’s arm. “Too much?”

“No. I think it is fine,” Alyssa said, stretching and extending her arm. “I can keep the dress, right?” If she couldn’t, then putting it on was pointless anyway. But she needed something to wear. The dragon hide armor probably wasn’t a better alternative. Irulon probably wanted that back given its rarity and value.

Tess confirmed Alyssa’s earlier theory. “Princess Irulon set them aside specifically for you.”

“All of them?” If so, that probably explained why they all fit. Irulon was observant enough that she would be able to pick out clothes that were just right.

Tess’ head bobbed, revealing some of the extravagant tattoos underneath her hair.

“I can’t carry them all. Or store them.” Alyssa sighed. Maybe, regardless of Tzheitza kicking her out or not, she needed to find a place of her own. Did the medieval magical world have apartments? How much would a little house cost? Over the next week, she’d check into it.

For now, Alyssa slipped into her underarm holster, pulled the belt of her hip holster on, grabbed her pack, satchel, and her shotgun, and took hold of her staff. She winced as she glanced in a large mirror set into one wall. The dress had looked nice enough on its own. Now she looked like some kind of a crazy hobo.

And Tess was smirking at her.

Ugh.

“You know I’m not a lich, right?”

“Princess Irulon may have clarified her earlier statements to me.”

“But you still don’t like me?”

Tess turned away with a harrumph. “Shall I lead you out of the palace now?”

Alyssa looked back around the room. Everything she owned, sans the clothes apparently, was now on her person with the exception of about two days’ worth of modern food on the table. She had repacked her backpack before sleeping and was able to fit much more in it than before, but not everything. For a moment, she considered trying to carry it all with her. Climbing the stairs with it in hand and her staff had been painful enough. Traversing the city would be worse.

“Please make sure that Irulon gets that,” Alyssa said, waving the staff toward the table. “If she doesn’t want it, tell her to let her brother try some. Or you, if you want.”

“I will see to it that your message will be delivered. Follow me, if there is nothing else delaying you.”

After a quick double check to ensure that she hadn’t left anything but food and clothing, Alyssa followed after Tess. They went right past the door leading to the kitchen. The end of the hall led to a wide staircase, covered in a violet rug and adorned with plenty of tapestries and statues. It was almost surreal just how much finery the palace tried to impress its guests with. Having seen a few of the less public areas, such as Irulon’s floor, it wasn’t just this area that was lavishly decorated while the rest of the palace was in squalor, but it still stood out as notable.

The stairs didn’t seem to take nearly as long to descend as the trip up from the stables had. The stables weren’t underground, unless they were and magic just warped the geometry of the place. Still, the stairs opened up to a wide, octagonal chamber decorated to the same degree as the guest areas. It had to be the main entry hall. Alyssa had skipped over it on her last visit to the palace, having climbed into one of the side room windows. She barely even noticed the spinning chandelier overhead. It was beautiful, but she was growing somewhat numb to it all.

There were far more people in this main hall. Aside from servants, Alyssa hadn’t seen anyone in the guest quarters. Here, there were guards set about at practically every corner of the room with extra at some of the doors. Alyssa could only hope that they wouldn’t recognize her. There were others as well. People standing about in clothes far nicer than those she had seen on people outside the palace. Nobles? The way they stood around talking in three distinct groups of two to three people reminded her of high school. Every morning, little cliques would form up in the halls before the bell rang.

Didn’t they have proper meeting rooms that they could use? That one room she had climbed through to enter the palace seemed like a perfect place for a few people to talk. Maybe they were waiting for something to happen. A meeting with the Pharaoh? If he only just got out of his meeting with Irulon, they might be waiting a while. But even that seemed like it could be done in side rooms.

Shrugging, Alyssa quickly caught up to Tess near the wide-open main doors of the palace. After a short walk though the gardens, she found herself at the main gate and the plaza where she had met with Oxart and Decorous. Right back where she had started with killing that shadow assassin.

And it was pouring rain. Luckily, there was a spell for that. One, even, that she had among the stolen deck of cards. It was extremely low rank at only Rank One. But that actually made Alyssa feel better about using it for the first time. Lower ranked spells, such as Flame and Light, worked exactly how Aziz’s book said they should work. The higher the spell’s rank, the more likely it would do something weird when Alyssa used it. At least, so far as she had noticed.

Water Repulsion covered her in an almost silty transparent membrane. It didn’t feel particularly pleasant, but if it kept her dry, it would be worth it.

Tess stopped three steps before the outside rain, hands rubbing together in a nervous fashion. “I trust you can handle yourself from here? I have duties in the palace and no time to be escorting you around the city.”

“Yeah. I’m fine. Just make sure Irulon gets that food. And… let her know that my pet rock has gone missing.”

“Pet… rock…”

“She’ll know what I mean. I’ll try sending her a Message later anyway.”

“Mhm. I’ll let her know.”

“Good. Take care of yourself.”

“Hmph.” Tess turned on her heel. With her hands clasped behind her back, she marched right back into the palace, leaving Alyssa free to leave on her own.

Which she did. She had been around Lyria enough to know her way around. At least, she knew her way to the Observatorium and to Tzheitza’s potion shop. She might get lost if she wandered off in a random direction. Tzheitza’s shop was not a random direction. It wasn’t that far either. Though, with the palace being in the rough center of the city, nothing was too daunting of a jog.

She made decent time, crossing the city. The torrential rain kept most of the streets clear from anyone too casual. A few market stalls were closed up entirely. Some were still open, but they didn’t seem to have many customers at the moment. Many of the brick and mortar shops were open as well. A blacksmith not far from Tzheitza’s shop actually had a number of people inside, though they might have just been using the heat of the forge to dry off a bit.

Rounding the corner that led to Tzheitza’s shop, Alyssa winced. One whole window had been replaced by a series of wooden boards. The door was made of several flat panels and lacked the little round window it once had. Alyssa took a deep breath before gently pushing it open.

It wasn’t locked. The store had to be open as the replacement door did have a lock on it. There wasn’t any potion maker behind the counter though. She stepped inside, dismissing the rain shield with hardly a thought as she crossed the threshold. “Tzheitza?” she called out, shrugging off the backpack on the employee side of the counter. If she wasn’t out here and the door was unlocked, Tzheitza was probably in the back room.

The first thing she noticed as she squeezed open the door was a… smell. Not a bad one. Definitely nothing like the smelly potion she had used to wake up Cid. It was more like a living room candle, but Alyssa couldn’t quite place the scent. It was almost a cinnamony thing, but not quite.

Tzheitza stood in front of a large jar of light at the workstation, holding a flask of ruby liquid at eye level. Her attire was unlike anything Alyssa had seen on her before. A pure white robe, smooth on the front but clearly tied together in the back. Alyssa would have called it an apron except it had sleeves and a stiff collar that hid her face up to her eyes. More like that medical gown they made you wear in hospitals if one discounted the collar. A simple bandanna covered her forehead and hair, white as well. Viewing her from the front, only a small strip around her eyes could be seen.

Those eyes didn’t even glance toward Alyssa. They were locked on the small dropper of black oil she held above the flask’s opening. Alyssa watched a single tiny droplet fall from the dropper. It left a long trail, like a string of saliva, but eventually hit the ruby liquid.

Alyssa winced as a light burned at her eyes. She could feel the brightness even with her eyes closed. Annihilator was worse, but this still caught her by surprise. And this, thankfully, lasted only a second or two. When she opened her eyes again, the red liquid in the flask had turned perfectly clear.

Tzheitza stared at it, swirling out the liquid before finally setting it down on the counter. She pressed a cork into the top and placed it on a shelf alongside a dozen identical flasks. Or… they weren’t quite identical. They were all triangular flasks made from glass, but the contents varied. One of them was almost perfectly ruby colored, just as the latest flask had been before the drop of oil. Some were of a pinker hue. Some with just a hint of rosy tint.

“Yer habberin squalbox riddin me of yer sight permalike. Yeh got some gottermore for me?”

Alyssa blinked. Then blinked again. Tzheitza had spoken to her, right? “I must have been gone longer than I thought because I used to be able to understand at least a little of what you say.”

Tzheitza reached back behind her head and carefully undid the bandanna over her hair. She held it up in front of the light potion jar, inspecting the front and back before setting it off to the side. Underneath the white robe, she wore a far more normal tunic and pants. The robe took a bit longer to inspect, but she held it up and looked it over all the same. Only when she set it down on the workstation did she finally turn toward Alyssa. Her hands went straight to her hips as she stared without a hint of a smile.

The silence made Alyssa shift uncomfortably. “So, uh, sorry for… running off. And your shop. And the potions. And… lots of things, I guess. Um. How was your week?”

“Those black feathers,” Tzheitza said slowly. “Yeh can get me more?”

Tenebrael’s feathers? Alyssa nodded slowly. “Possibly. In fact, probably. I might even be able to get a bunch in just a few days. Are they useful for something?”

“I need as many as yeh can find. I got a supposin based on a few tests.” She tapped the latest glass flask on the shelf. “The feathers can cleanse the plague. Or put a hamper on it, anyhow.”

“Plague,” Alyssa repeated. “The demonic plague that turns people into demons. That plague?”

“Yeah.” Short. Simple. And…

Made a lot of sense. Alyssa didn’t know how Tzheitza figured out that the feathers would do something against the plague, but to Alyssa, it should have been obvious in retrospect. Tenebrael was an angel. If anything would put a stopper in a demonic plague, it would be an angel. Getting more of the feathers shouldn’t be too hard. Tenebrael would probably offer up a bucketful if Alyssa asked. There was one big problem, however.

“Where do they come from?” Tzheitza asked. The clarity she was speaking with obviously highlighted how important this was to her. “I need to secure a steady supply.”

And that was the problem.

Alyssa hesitated in answering. Could a single other person on this entire world acquire Tenebrael’s feathers? She doubted it. Her unique situation made it possible, but angels couldn’t be perceived by anyone else. Even those feathers had passed right in front of people without them blinking an eye until Alyssa touched them.

Tenebrael did have some control over the world. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have a temple and festival in her name. So she had to be able to interact in some way, though that might be limited to interacting with people on their deathbeds. They wouldn’t be in any position to gather her feathers. Maybe Tenebrael could leave a dead drop of feathers periodically. That, unfortunately, would require convincing her. Given her casual disregard for people’s lives, she probably wouldn’t care enough unless Alyssa could frame the argument as sticking it to the plan.

There was also the possibility that she wanted the plague to run rampant on her world. Perhaps whatever demonic entity lived down in the Underworld wasn’t under the same restrictions that she had. Maybe she had managed to keep monsters around and build herself a temple thanks only to Her… or whatever it was.

But none of that presented an answer to Tzheitza’s question.

Where did the feathers come from. If Irulon had asked, Alyssa could have told the truth.

Alyssa furrowed her brow. And why can’t I tell Tzheitza? She might laugh or shake her head in disbelief, but she probably wasn’t going to rush off to the guard shouting about the heretic in her shop. It wouldn’t be easy to explain, but… Maybe she should only go as far as saying that the feathers came from an angel. Explain it like she had to Oz and the other two guild members.

“Are you hungry?” Alyssa said instead despite not being hungry herself. A quick meal would give her time to think. “Have you had breakfast yet? I managed to get back to my homeland while I was gone, though only temporarily, and brought back some food from there. I can tell you all about my… adventure while we eat, including where those feathers come from. I guarantee that you’ve never had anything like food from where I’m from.”

Tzheitza crossed her arms, staring hard. Her eyes traveled up and down Alyssa, to the staff, to the shotgun slung over her shoulder, and finally back to Alyssa’s face. “Right. Gottermore yer happenings, huh?”

“Huh?”

“I could eat.”

“You could have just said that. Let me grab my pack.”
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                Tzheitza seemed to enjoy a good cheeseburger a whole lot more than Irulon. The Princess just didn’t have a palate for anything but the meaty side of things, it seemed. But the food was hardly the topic of conversation.

In the end, Alyssa went with the angel explanation. Powerful imperceivable monsters that no one had ever heard of before was a slight bit more believable than her having occasional casual chats with Tenebrael. And it wasn’t even untrue, either. She might be lying by omission, but not outright lying.

Besides that, if Tenebrael’s feathers worked to stifle a demonic plague, it was highly likely that Iosefael and Adrael’s feathers would also work. And any other angel that appeared as well. So if someone could develop a magical method of seeing angels, they might be able to acquire feathers on their own. It was a long shot, true. For the time being, Alyssa would try to get as many as she could.

Alyssa couldn’t tell how much Tzheitza actually believed. When Oz got back, he could at least back her up a little. He obviously hadn’t seen an angel with his own two eyes, but he could attest to something having attacked him and his friends.

“I’d show you what they look like. I have a… trinket that lets me see the angels. Unfortunately, I’ve let Irulon borrow my phone and I’m not sure that she is done using it.” The Princess was probably asleep assuming Tess had been telling the truth. “Actually…”

Actually, now that she was thinking about it, the phone had probably been buzzing the whole time Irulon had it thanks to Chris. And Alyssa wouldn’t be able to find him until she got the phone back. So, with a shrug of her shoulders, she called the phone back to her hand.

One hundred thirty missed calls.

Alyssa couldn’t help a wince. She really needed to go find that guy. And maybe tell Tenebrael to take away his phone privileges.

The thought that there were two more people who would need refuge in Tenebrael’s world had her shuddering. Maybe, after teaching Chris a little about the world, she could hand them off to him for Nod orientation. Maybe one of them would be a mathematical genius who could solve the magical issue of traversing between Earth and Nod.

For the time being, Alyssa turned her phone to the photo gallery and pulled up the image of Adrael. The wing color was different. It would have to do. Showing her Tenebrael would just ruin all the effort Alyssa had made to avoid that angel’s name.

“Here. This is the one that attacked Oz,” Alyssa said, holding out the phone. “You can think of it like a portable portrait painter,” she added quickly, remembering how tedious it had been to explain the phone’s functions to Oz, Lumen, and Catal.

“A harpy with arms,” Tzheitza said.

“Yep. Basically. Except angels are capable of extremely high level magic. Irulon was theorizing that this spell was Rank Ten,” Alyssa said as she switched to the image of Adrael casting.

She didn’t know what Tzheitza’s magical education included. Given the few spell cards around the potion shop, such as Flame for lighting the fire pit and the various Bunsen burner-type devices, she had some education. But at mentioning Rank Ten, Tzheitza only raised an eyebrow. A stark contrast from Lumen outright calling Irulon insane.

The phone buzzed in her hand. Tzheitza jerked back, hand darting to her chest as if to grab one of her potion orbs, but she wasn’t wearing the bandoleer at the moment.

“Sorry,” Alyssa said, dismissing the incoming call. “It does that when someone is trying to contact me.”

“Message?” Tzheitza said. “How’s it know when sommat Messaging yeh?”

Alyssa shook her head. “It actually uses… electromagnetic waves in the air. A similar trinket will send them out like… uh, ripples in a pond. And my phone detects those ripples… or… something.” She really wasn’t qualified to talk about this kind of stuff. Maybe one of the people she rescued from certain death on Earth would be an electrical engineer who could really kick start an industrial revolution. A magitechnological revolution.

“Anyway, I hate to leave you with what I’m sure are a million questions, but this guy has been trying to contact me non stop for a good three days. I need to find him before he goes completely crazy.”

“Will yeh be back?”

“Yeah. Of course. Before nightfall… if that’s alright with you?”

Tzheitza crossed her arms, nodding. “All yer luggaround is still in yer room.”

“Oh good. Well, I’ll see you later tonight, then.”

“Stay safe, the Waterhole’s been seized, but the gang’s still about.”

Grimacing, Alyssa nodded. She had almost forgotten about them. “What about the gaunt? Has anyone seen that around?” It had been missing on her way out of the city—Irulon and Alyssa had run by specifically to check. The slow speed that it moved at meant that it couldn’t have gone far, but now it had had a good week to run around and do whatever gaunts did when full of people.

“Not a sight of it has reached my ears. Could be that the guards’ve been sneaking it off. Prevents panic.”

“Probably a good idea.” Alyssa certainly hoped that would be the case. The gaunt was creepy. She really didn’t want to meet it again.

Speaking of meetings… “Alright. I’ll be back later tonight.”

With that parting message, she grabbed her pistols, shotgun, and deck of cards. She decided to leave the staff behind. Letting it out of her sight wasn’t necessarily a good idea, but it was large, cumbersome, gaudy, and attracted the eyes of everyone she passed. It hadn’t been that big of a deal on her way to Tzheitza’s shop with the rain keeping people off the street, but now that it had died down a bit, there would be plenty of people eying it, wondering if they could steal it. If Adrael did show up to take it away, she probably wouldn’t hurt Tzheitza over it. She would just pop in, take it, and leave.

It was a risk, but the only other option was carrying it literally everywhere. That just wasn’t feasible. Magic didn’t seem to affect it, meaning she couldn’t use some Physical magic to change some of its properties. Unless she figure out how to summon it like Adrael had done, she would need an easier way of carrying it. Her current plan was to commission some kind of sheath that would keep it attached to her back. Because, while cumbersome, it was valuable to carry around. It blocked magic.

For now, it would stay.

Outside the shop and around the corner, Alyssa waited. It didn’t take much waiting. Five minutes before her phone buzzed once again.

“Hello, Chris, I—”

Alyssa grimaced, pulling the phone away from her ear. He… did not sound too happy at the moment. And that was understating the situation by a lot. She just held the phone at arm’s length, waiting for the blast of sound to die down. It took longer than she expected—her arm was getting tired—but he finally ran out of breath. After waiting an extra second to ensure that she wasn’t going to get an immediate earful, she carefully brought the phone back.

“Are you done?”

Preemptively leaning away from the speaker made her miss whatever he said. He didn’t even shout it. Feeling a little silly, she hurried to listen to what he was saying.

“—the hell is all that? I thought it was a joke! Then he pulls out a knife and tries to stab me! I put him down, but my reflexes aren’t what they used to be.”

“Did you get injured?” Alyssa asked, suddenly feeling guilty for having ignored his calls for several days. She had managed to get through an entire week around people in this world before actually being in personal danger, but she had also been dropped off in the peaceful Teneville. Not even a whole day had passed from the time she got to Lyria to when she wound up needing to defend herself.

She probably should have thought of that before having Tenebrael drop him off here.

“Just a scratch. You should see the other guy.”

Alyssa rolled her eyes. “How long ago was this? Is the wound… alright? Some blades in this world are poisoned.”

“This world?”

“Just tell me if I need to bring medical supplies.” She would rather know whether or not he had been poisoned before getting too far from Tzheitza’s shop. She had her own emergency first aid kit in her satchel, but if he needed an immediate cure-all, Tzheitza would be the only one who could help her.

“I’m fine,” he said. “I’ve gotten far worse before. Just tell me what the hell is going on… please.”

“Are you going to listen? Or are you going to insist that this is some government conspiracy?” He hesitated just long enough for Alyssa to wonder if he was still seriously considering the possibility. “Well guess what, you don’t have to worry about that anymore. Ask anyone. They’ve never heard of the United States. Or China. Or Russia. Or any other country you might name. The American government doesn’t exist here. As far as they’re concerned back on Earth, you are dead. Not that it matters to you, seeing as you can’t go back. You asked me if you were dead. I should have said yes.”

The silence continued for another few seconds before he finally grumbled out, “This is the worst afterlife I’ve ever heard of.”

“Yeah, well, it isn’t over yet. If you die, a Hot Topic reject of an angel will show up and eat your soul. So you’ve got that to look forward to.”

“I don’t know what that’s supposed to mean.”

“Me neither,” Alyssa said with a sigh. “What did you end up doing with the guy who attacked you? And why did you get attacked in the first place? Please don’t tell me it was a city guard.”

“Naw, don’t think so. Some ruffian jumped me in an alley. I just knocked him out and left, but not before taking his dagger. Fancied my trash bag, I guess.”

That made a stupid amount of sense. To people who had never seen a trash bag before, it must look like some exotic attire. It was shiny to a slight degree and the wrinkling gave it an interesting pattern. Stupid, yes, but she could see how such a thought came about.

“Look, can you just tell me what I’m supposed to be doing?”

“What you’re supposed to do?” Alyssa hesitated, considering the question. “Whatever you want,” she settled on. “You’ve been granted a new lease on life. Without my intervention, you were undoubtedly going to die on Earth. A real death. This place might be a little different than what you’re used to, but it is much the same as well. Find a job. Find a home. Or don’t. Live on the streets if you want. I imagine that’s both harder and easier than doing so back on Earth. People, you may have noticed, don’t exactly walk around unarmed.”

“Yeah. Everyone has a sword or knife.”

“There are other, more subtle weapons. If you see someone walking around with a book on their hip, avoid them at all costs. Magic is real here. A tome is a sure sign of an arcanist.”

“Magic?” he said with a clear scoff.

“How do you think you got here?”

“Point.”

“If you’d like to meet up, I can go over a few options that I thought might be decent for you. Just a little direction in this strange world. If not… well… please stop calling my phone nonstop. It is highly irritating.”

His chuckle made Alyssa frown, but she didn’t say anything about it. She didn’t know exactly what he had been shouting about, but as long as he was being reasonable now, she didn’t much care. That said, she would need to be on her guard when meeting him. She didn’t think that he would attack her based on their conversation so far, but there was always a possibility. He could easily be absolutely distraught with the situation and might view her as an outlet for his anger.

Was this world making her overly paranoid or had she always been like this.

“Why not? Got nothing else to be doing here.”

It took a few minutes to figure out exactly where he was, which turned out to be down in the southern section of the city that Alyssa had hardly been in save for a pass-through during her initial entrance to the city. Actually setting up a meeting spot wasn’t much easier. He had been in this city for a week and knew practically nothing about it. A week after Alyssa had arrived and she had basically the whole city mapped out. What had he been doing all this time? She wasn’t certain that she wanted to know. No matter what it was, it felt like it would irritate her.

Eventually, she managed to direct him to a little tavern that she had eaten at a few times while delivering potions for Tzheitza. It was a quaint shop. Much cleaner than the inn Cid had led her to on her first night in the city, but not nearly so cozy as Yzhemal’s tavern down in Teneville. Instead of glass jars of light potion, it had candles set on every single table, though they weren’t lit at the moment as more than enough light flooded in through the windows. It was a rarity among established businesses. Most could afford the light potion.

Being late afternoon already, plenty of people were around for a meal. Alyssa had been counting on that. Finding a sparsely populated tavern might seem like it would offer more privacy, but the opposite was true. With many people, it was harder to listen in to one particular conversation. The low rumble of many voices drowned out individuals.

Or at least, that was the theory.

Chris stood out like a sore thumb. Half the tavern was glancing at him, making subtle pointing gestures, and speaking with their fellows. It was his trash bag. He still had it on. Compared to when she had seen him in the alley, it had turned to tattered strands of plastic. Underneath, he had on a clearly worn set of green, brown, and black camouflage. Forest camo. Probably picked up at, or maybe stolen from, a surplus store given its lack of use in the military in the past twenty-odd years.

Trying to keep her expression from showing too much distaste, Alyssa went to the counter and ordered two meat pies and a pair of ales. Meat, grains, onion, and garlic. Not particularly appetizing, but that was Nod food. The pies would be a while, but the ales were ready immediately. She went and took a seat at the table he had chosen and put one of the pints down in front of him. At least he had the good sense to pick one off on the side. If he was going to draw the attention of everyone in the tavern, they might as well keep the majority of the people as far away as possible.

Not that they would really be talking about anything that would damn them if overheard.

“So, Chris, how are you finding the Grand City of Lyria? Everything you hoped for in a new life?”

He didn’t respond save for a scoff, choosing instead to take a small swig of the ale. Although he swallowed it, he did make a face. “How do you drink this stuff?”

“How I drink anything else,” Alyssa said, taking a drink from her own mug. It was actually some of the better ale she had tried in the city. Much better than the swill in Teneville. But really, ale quality was not what she had come to waste her time talking about. “You used to be in the military, correct?”

“You know everything about me?” he said, taking another drink despite his complaints. “I don’t even know your name.”

Alyssa blinked. Had she not introduced herself? Or maybe he hadn’t been paying attention. Either way, there was no harm in introducing herself now. “You can call me Alyssa. As for knowing everything about you, I don’t. I do know you stole vital radio parts to sell on the black market and later deserted. You wound up in prison, got out, and promptly became homeless.”

He narrowed his eyes, fist tightening around the wooden mug. “Like I had much choice. My parents disowned me. No one wants to hire convicted felons.”

“Well, you are in luck. No one here knows what you’ve done. You have no past, but I doubt anyone cares about that. Finding a job should be a simple matter. You’re strong and, I assume, at least somewhat skilled. There are plenty of things to do, from carpentry to monster slaying. Hell, get a desk job. The majority of the population is illiterate so just being able to read and write is a valued skill.”

“Monsters?”

Alyssa raised an eyebrow. “You’ve seen them, haven’t you? Pointed ears. Blue-grey skin? Elves. There are a huge variety of monsters, some more hostile to humans than others.”

He shook his head and drained a good half of his drink at once. “Sure,” he said. “Why not? Monsters.”

The tavern keeper, an older man with a rough mane of hair and the odd name of Gobbtop—the same name as the tavern—brought around the two meat pies. They were called pies, but they looked more like burritos than the circular pies that Alyssa was familiar with. She was a bit surprised with how voraciously Chris dug in. The pies weren’t bad, but they weren’t particularly tasty either.

“What?” he grumbled, mouth full. “The ale might taste like piss, but good food is good food.”

“I guess,” she said. “Anyway, I thought up a few options you might consider in terms of a job. I can give you directions and—”

“What do you get out of all this?”

Alyssa leaned back, considering. “Nothing, I suppose,” she said after a moment. “You are here because I didn’t want to kill you. I’m only here to explain a few things to you because I felt responsible. This world is a far cry from what you’re used to and I figured you could use a little help. If you want to leave, figure things out for yourself…” Alyssa waved a hand to the door. “Otherwise, I’ll let you know about a few job opportunities and tell you what I’ve learned of monsters, magic, local politics, and anything else I can think of.”

“Magic. You mentioned that. It’s… really real, then?”

“Ah! I came prepared for that.” Alyssa opened up her satchel and pulled out two loose Light spell cards. “Take this,” she said, offering one. “Hold it between your fingers and say ‘Light’ while thinking of a little ball of light floating around. Like this: Light.”

As soon as she said the word, the card in her hand disappeared and the orb of light replaced it. She danced it around the table a few times before dismissing it, letting it expire into motes of magic. Several of the nearby patrons fell silent as she cast the spell, making her a little nervous that magic wasn’t allowed in the place, but no one came around to tell her off so she did her best to ignore it.

Instead, she focused on Chris. His eyes had gone wide when she cast the spell. Now, he was still staring at the spot where it had disappeared with a wide open mouth. Had she… looked so dumb when she had first cast Light? Hopefully not, though it didn’t matter. No one had been around in the mountain pass aside from a harpy.

“Well? Go on.”

Chris looked down at his own card. He shook his head twice, scoffing as he did so. Still, he raised the card just as she had. “Light.”

Nothing happened. He tried again. And again. The card remained right between his fingers. He looked at it, frowned, then looked to Alyssa. “Did I do something wrong?”

“Not sure. Did you picture a ball of light?”

“I was thinking about what you did. Easy to imagine when I saw it floating about in front of my face.” Looking down at the card with a scowl, he stared at it like it had personally offended him. “Light.”

Again, nothing.

“Well, you can keep that card and try again whenever you wish. Not everyone can use magic, though I don’t know what the difference is between the people who can and those who cannot.” She had honestly expected him to be able to get it right away, but that was mostly because she had been able to do it on the first try. It wasn’t something she had thought to ask Irulon, but Aziz had killed himself in part because he had been unable to cast magic. “I’ll see if I can’t look up why you cannot use it. In the meantime, would you like to know what I know of monsters? Or shall we end it here?”

“This is… unbelievable. Everything,” he added before Alyssa could ask. “But if I have to live here, I’d be a fool to ignore you.”

“Excellent. Glad I’m not wasting my time.” To get started, Alyssa pulled out her phone and notebook. Hopefully this wouldn’t take long. Looking at how thick the notebook was, she realized that she had gathered quite a bit of information about the place. Either way, she could probably skim over a few things. Her spell repository occupied the largest chunk of the book by far. If he couldn’t cast spells, it might not be too useful except as a reference for what was possible for others to cast.

If she wanted to keep her promise to Tzheitza and get back before nightfall, it would be best to get started immediately.

            

    
        024.006 City Matters - Potion or Placebo

    
    
    
    
                Most of Alyssa’s initial anxiety with returning to Lyria had died down over the past three days. No one had come to arrest her. She hadn’t woken up to find herself dragged out of Tzheitza’s potion shop in chains in the middle of the night. Best of all, she hadn’t heard a single whisper of the Waters Street gang. Decorous, in charge of the majority of the city guard at the moment, had apparently cracked down on them. The Taker hadn’t been found and neither had Octavia, but there had been several very loud raids on known or suspected Waters Street hideouts… and a few public executions.

Which was nice. Alyssa hadn’t worried in the slightest about Waters Street since hearing that news. They had a lot more on their plate to deal with than one person who might have cost them a relatively insignificant amount of money by freeing a few slaves.

For the majority of her time, Alyssa occupied herself with working for Tzheitza again. She wanted a holster or sheath or whatever for the staff. For that, she needed money. And Tzheitza was perfectly happy to have her delivering potions again and even operating the front counter. The potion maker was almost solely concerned with Tenebrael’s feathers and experimenting. She did the bare minimum to keep her shop running.

Alyssa looked up from the angelic information that Tenebrael had finally sent as the door opened. It dragged along the ground, making a nasty scraping noise as it moved. Apparently, some people were coming to replace the door and the window in a few days. Something that couldn’t come soon enough, in Alyssa’s opinion.

The man standing in the doorway was familiar, but it took Alyssa a few moments to remember just where she had seen him last. It finally clicked when he walked up, asking for Tzheitza. Most of the walk-in customers only got nonsense in return. Placebos. This one was no different. It was the man who had gotten the crushed earthworm balm for his bruises. Someone who came in every few weeks with a new life threatening ailment.

“I’m sorry, Tzheitza is a bit busy at the moment. Perhaps I can help you?”

“Oh?” He chuckled. “Has she finally taken on an apprentice?”

“Something like that.” It was true that Tzheitza had taught her a few things, but those few things were all placebo ‘cures’ for people like this. Things that didn’t matter, didn’t do anything, and made people think that they did something, but took a decent amount of time to make.

She had thought that the worst part of the job would end at having to crush up earthworms for bruises.

She had been naive.

The actual worst part was looking at festering wounds. She had seen some that actually required Tzheitza to come out and provide real medical attention. In one case, she had to send some poor girl off to menders, a prospect that had Alyssa shuddering. Potions tended to fix wounds, but magic and menders were required for anything that involved surgery. A potion couldn’t fix a malignant growth and it wouldn’t pull a plate of metal out of someone’s leg.

So, Alyssa hardened her stomach as the man started rolling up his sleeve.

“I’m sure it isn’t anything too bad,” he said with a nervous chuckle. “I was working out in the fields when I found this big black dog. I tried to shoo it, but it nipped at me on its way.” He finished rolling up his sleeve.

Honestly, it wasn’t as bad as Alyssa had feared. Alyssa would have described it as a cut more than a nip, but the little gash on his forearm wasn’t even bleeding much. It was just a relatively straight thin line. The skin surrounding it was bright red. Almost to the point of luminosity. Inflammation, but she didn’t know if that meant infection or natural body healing process. Even if it was the latter, the cut could still be infected. It probably was infected. And if something like rabies existed in this world, he might already be dead and just didn’t know it yet. A vaccine could save a rabies victim if given immediately after infection, but such a thing likely didn’t exist here.

Best to get advice from an expert. “It doesn’t look too bad, but let me see if I can bother Tzheitza before I give you anything for it.”

“Oh. Sure. Don’t mind me,” he said with another chuckle. “I’ll just try not to die before you get back.”

“You don’t have to worry about that at all,” Alyssa said as she stood. His pessimism made her a bit uncomfortable. Was he always like that? Stubbed his toe and thought the world might end? “I’ll be right back.”

Ducking into the back room, Alyssa found Tzheitza right where she always was these days. She didn’t have her white protective gear on today, but she also wasn’t working with those red flasks. Those things made Alyssa a little nervous just being in their presence. They were heavily diluted samples of blood taken from plague victims. Having a demonic plague separated from her by only a thin bit of glass didn’t seem safe at all.

One of Tenebrael’s feathers was in pieces on the workbench. Each about half an inch in length. Tzheitza had a strange set of glasses on that looked like something a jewel appraiser might wear. Lots of little lenses could be flipped up and down over the main glass. Using a pair of forceps, she was combing through one feather piece’s individual fibers.

“Busy?” Alyssa asked, approaching.

“Attempting to discern which individual part of the feather contains the aspect that retards the plague. Given how rare these feathers are likely to be, I need to find the most efficient way of extracting said aspect. I am also planning on sending off a feather to a colleague of mine who specializes in duplicating magical aspects of rare materials with more common items. He has single handedly driven down the cost of a great number of potions, though some things still elude him.”

“Like the stuff for the rejuvenation potion, I assume.”

“Indeed. Did yeh need something?”

Alyssa started to talk until she realized that she had forgotten to ask the man’s name. Ah well. “There’s a man who says he was bitten by a dog. He’s got a small wound that doesn’t look too bad, but I thought I’d ask you first. I don’t know what diseases you have that are transmitted by wild dogs. Does rabies mean anything to you? Or pasteurella?”

Tzheitza looked up from the feather without adjusting her glasses. Her one eye was tinted amber with all the lenses in the way. “Sometimes, yeh open yer mouth and strange noises come out.”

“Oh, that’s rich coming from you.” Although she said that, Alyssa was extremely grateful whenever Tzheitza chose to speak in a relatively normal way. “What did I say that was strange? The diseases?”

“Mhm. Never heard of ‘em.”

“That’s good. Rabies is particularly nasty.” Unless they called rabies the madness disease or something else. But so far, everything had aligned properly with modern Earth vernacular. Diseases probably would too.

Probably.

Tzheitza carefully placed her glasses onto the worktop, making sure to avoid disturbing the feather pieces. “I suppose I’ll check ‘im out,” she said, not sounding too happy about the prospect. “How bad is it?”

“Not bad. It looks more like a cut than a bite. Long and thin. It wasn’t bleeding much when he showed it, but the skin was clearly broken earlier. There is a bit of inflammation.”

“Mhm,” Tzheitza hummed, pulling two small flasks from a cupboard—not the red plagued ones, but one clear and one a translucent brown. With those and a wad of wool in hand, she headed for the front room.

The… patient? He stood near the broken window, looking at one of the carboys that had its top sliced off. He didn’t have his hands anywhere near the glass edge, he was just leaning over to peer inside. The colored water had all been cleared out, though there was a slight stain on the glass where the water level had been.

Tzheitza cleared her throat, startling him to the point where he almost lost his balance. “Ol’ hodder,” she said upon seeing who he was. “Whatcha wronglike now?”

Alyssa rolled her eyes. A part of her wondered if Tzheitza only talked like that as part of a show. Oz had said that potioneers spoke strangely because they could communicate more effectively in the event that something went wrong. Telling someone in the ‘know’ to add a neutralizing agent to an unstable potion would surely be faster with codewords and profession-specific lingo, but extending that to essentially slurring their daily speech had to be a big joke the whole community was playing on the rest of the world. Tzheitza could speak perfectly normally. Alyssa had heard her plenty of times.

The patient quickly came over and started explaining everything that he had already said to Alyssa. Tzheitza inspected his arm, turning it one way then the other. She was surprisingly gentle with him as she looked him over. Considering that she was irritated at having her research interrupted, Alyssa would have expected her to rush through what was likely a simple non-issue.

But she was spending far more time inspecting the wound than Alyssa would have expected.

“This dog,” Tzheitza said slowly. “‘Twas a largen, mhm?”

“Oh yeah. Big, huge.” He spread out his arms wide, or tried to. Tzheitza still had a grip on his injured arm. “Thick black fur.”

Alyssa narrowed her eyes, getting an odd feeling in the back of her mind.

“Did yeh see its face?”

“No. It was all curled up on the ground. Sleeping. Felt mighty bad about nudging it awake with my hoe.”

“How’d canne see its face but it bit yeh?”

He put a hand to the back of his head, rubbing his hair. “Well, I didn’t see it bite me. Only noticed a few hours later. I didn’t cut myself… so it must’ve been the dog.”

Alyssa stepped closer. “Which field was this?”

“Oh, it would’ve been North-Three… maybe Four. One of the ones next to the path a bit far out. We’re chopping down some of the destroyed crops to make way for new plantings.”

The seemingly continuous field was apparently split into sections. Alyssa had no clue where any part was, though North was a fairly obvious indicator. If it was near the damaged fields, that meant that it would have been along the route that Alyssa had taken to get back to the city.

“Lemme get sommat ready. Sit tight.” She let got of his arm and moved back behind the front counter, casually waving to one of the small private rooms. Having been here plenty of times in the past, he apparently didn’t need any further instructions and promptly went right to the one Alyssa had first seen him in.

Alyssa walked over. He hadn’t closed the door, so she spoke softly to Tzheitza. “Is it anything to be worried over?”

“It definitely wasn’t a tool cut. Magically inclined monsters will often leave a bit of residue behind in attacks. Sometimes harmful. Sometimes not. That red around the cut is a burn I’d associate with a hellhound, though donno what one is doing that close to the city. Might itch a jommy, but probably not deadly.”

Grimacing, Alyssa shifted her weight from one foot to the other. She was pretty sure she knew what one was doing this close. Or, if she didn’t know what it was doing, she knew who that hellhound was. At least Fela hadn’t killed him. That probably would have had the guards burning down the fields to get to her. But… “How did he mistake a hellhound for a dog?”

Tzheitza eyed her for a moment. If she noticed the shifting of Alyssa’s feet, she didn’t say antyhing about it. “Not surprisin’ if he didn’t look at its face. Not a lot of people outside the guild would recognize uncommon monsters anyhow.”

“Still, you’d think he’d notice the muscles on the non-furry parts… or the non-furry parts… or the breasts… or the huge flames coming out of the eyes… or… What?”

Pausing mixing a few ingredients into a creamy paste, Tzheitza raised her unscathed eyebrow. “Yeh know something?”

“Well, I mean, it could just be coincidence, but Irulon and I met a hellhound while we were out. I might have mentioned that we freed a number of monsters while destroying the outpost.”

“And it followed yeh back?”

“She followed us part of the way, but we weren’t exactly waiting up for her.”

Tzheitza let out a long sigh, crossing her arms as she stared at Alyssa. “I thought yeh learned after the goddard fairy.”

“Fela isn’t anything like the fairy! She doesn’t mind control people, for one. And Irulon was fine with it.”

“The Princess might not be thinking properlike. Don’t think I didn’t notice it when she came abouts for yer mimic.” Tzheitza tapped the side of her temple with a finger. “She’s got dragon eyes. And the Black Prince is known for his monsters. Octavia is none better. That whole family is trouble, I tell you.” Scoffing and shaking her head, she grumbled to herself, “Shoulda moved to Davenport ages ago. If only the palace wasn’t my biggest customer.”

“They aren’t that bad,” Alyssa protested. “And the draken are actually pretty nice once you get to know them… if you can ignore the razor sharp teeth.” She still had vivid recollections of Izsha and Musca chomping people to pieces.

“Bah. This ointment is nearly done,” she said, stepping away. “Add a dollop of this.” She held up the flask of brown liquid. “Keep stirring it for five minutes then cast a Flame and hold it in the bowl just above the cream for a count of thirty. I’ll be back shortly.”

“Where are you going?”

“Gotta go tell the guard that they have a hellhound problem in the fields. They can hunt it down themselves or, more likely, hire the guild to do it for them.”

“Wait! You’re going to have her hunted down?”

“‘Course,” Tzheitza said matter-of-factly.

“But… but she hasn’t hurt anyone!”

Tzheitza raised an eyebrow again. Without saying a word, she glanced over to the partitioned room that their patient had taken up temporary residence within.

“She hasn’t seriously hurt anyone,” Alyssa corrected. “Look, let me go talk to her. I’ll tell her that she’s got to leave. Then nobody has to get hurt. Human or monster. I’ve seen her fight. She’s pretty scary.”

“Yer just gonna walked up to a haberin hellhound and tell it to get out?”

“Unless you’ve got a better idea?”

“Tell the guards.”

“A better idea that won’t get her hunted down.” Alyssa shook her head. “It’ll be fine. She knows me. Kasita said that she imprinted on me, or something like it.”

“What.”

“That was my reaction exactly.”

Tzheitza put a hand to her face and pressed in on her cheeks, as if she could massage away the frustration she undoubtedly felt.

“Anyway, I don’t think I’ll be in any danger, if that is what you’re worried about. And I bet I can find her extremely easily if I bring out a hamburger. She’ll smell it from the opposite side of the city… though maybe I should wait until after dark so that all the farmhands are out of the fields.”

“Yer gonna get yerself killed. At least get me those feathers first.”

“That’s tomorrow, unless I’ve gotten my days mixed up.”

“All the more reason to stay safe.”

“The hellhound isn’t going to hurt me.”

“The guards might.”

“That’s why I’m waiting until nightfall. Less people around means less gets reported to the guards. As long as you don’t go to them.”

Tzheitza sighed. A long, heavy sigh. “This?” she said, picking up the flask of brownish liquid. It had a thick consistency as she poured a dab of it out into the cream, almost like honey. “Is honey.”

Ah.

“It has several unique and valuable properties. One of which is that it builds up a resistance to certain changes to its environment. By exposing it to flame, we can create an effective burn ointment.” Instead of heading out, she picked up the wire whisk and started mixing it together.

“Does this mean you aren’t going to the guards?”

Tzheitza made a noise. It wasn’t a yes or even an agreeable noise, but it wasn’t a no either. It was a noise of exasperation.

Alyssa took it as a good sign.

After a minute, far less time than she had told Alyssa to mix for, she pulled out one of the spell cards from under the desk. In contrast to Lumen and Irulon, both of whom didn’t even look at their tomes as they selected spells, Tzheitza had to shuffle through the disorganized drawer full of cards. She really needed a filing system if she wasn’t going to put them away in a tome. Alyssa was fairly sure that the only reason she found a Flame card as fast as she did was because there were a lot of them relative to other cards in the drawer.

Her hand remained completely steady as she held the flame a fraction of an inch above the amber-colored cream. The color started to change, turning to a rich earthen brown. Using her free hand, she used the whisk to turn the cream, bringing amber to the surface to be heated. A step of the process she had neglected to mention before almost rushing off.

She kept at it for a minute before flicking her fingers to put out the flame.

“There. Burn ointment. Smear a thin layer over that ol’ hodder’s arm. Bottle the rest and tell him to do the same once every morning until the jar runs out. It’ll cost him four medi. I’ve got to get my gear.”

“Gear?”

“Yeh ain’t going off on this habberin idiocy on yer own.”
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                “Fela!” Alyssa called as she trudged through the tall maize in one of the unharvested portions of the northern fields. Her voice was loud and quiet at the same time. A whispered shout. Or a shouted whisper? Hellhounds probably had good hearing. They were exactly the kind of creatures that Little Red Riding Hood might point at and say, ‘My, what big ears you have.’ Even if the ears were just for show and hellhounds were deaf, Alyssa didn’t want to shout any louder.

There were patrols out on the edges of the fields. Horseback riders outfitted with either lanterns or Light spells. She hadn’t noticed them on the way in the other day, but the city guard was clearly serious about their increased security. Drawing them closer would complicate things if Fela did show up.

The gate guards hadn’t made any trouble. Alyssa hadn’t recognized any of the ones stationed there tonight. If they had recognized her, they hadn’t said a thing.

They had, however, recognized Tzheitza. She made up an excuse about why they were leaving so late. Gathering potion ingredients and teaching her apprentice what to look for. Tzheitza was well known to the city guard and well respected. They hadn’t even questioned her beyond that.

Of course, they had said that they would need to inspect their belongings when returning to the city. Not even Tzheitza’s reputation could protect her from that. And Tzheitza didn’t have draken that could just jump over the guards. It was probably for the best that Alyssa had decided to travel light. All she had on her was the hamburger, her weapons, and a mostly empty satchel.

Speaking of the hamburger, Alyssa cracked open the cardboard container. Whatever stasis spell kept the hamburger fresh broke, filling the air with the delicious scent of incredibly unhealthy food. Alyssa’s mouth watered despite having just eaten before leaving. Ignoring her stomach, she started waving her spread deck of cards over the top of the burger, using them like a makeshift fan.

“Here Fela, come on girl!”

All the while, she tried to avoid looking at Tzheitza. Not only did she feel a bit embarrassed and a bit silly about calling for the hellhound like she was an actual dog, but Tzheitza… did not look happy.

The potioneer hadn’t said much since leaving, but she had maintained an abject look of utter disapproval. Her mouth was set in a thin line and her brow hadn’t unfurrowed since leaving the city. Her eyes flicked about the fields, searching for danger. With her hand tight around one of the orbs on her bandoleer—a blue freezing potion—Alyssa had no doubt that she would be ready for a hellhound to pop out of the shadows and attack her. In fact, even if Fela didn’t attack, the hound might still get a potion to the face.

Now that the hamburger container was open, it probably wouldn’t be long. The smell just needed a chance to percolate.

“Thank you for agreeing to this, by the way,” Alyssa said, using a much more natural tone of voice. The guards were plenty far away. “I know you don’t like monsters much.”

Tzheitza grunted in response. “Where is yer mimic anyhow? I can’t imagine yeh finally got rid of it.”

“Oh, she is at the palace with Irulon.” Alyssa had received a Message from her just the morning before. Kasita originally wanted to spy on the meeting between Irulon and her father. Apparently, the Pharaoh wasn’t too pleased with his eldest daughter at the moment. Mostly because of Kasita and the stunt she had pulled in front of the entirety of the city and palace guards.

Brakkt had calmed down the guard who had wound up in a Loophole, but not before he had managed to tell everyone and their dog that the princess wasn’t the princess. Now, nobles were slinging accusations of all sorts of things. The most ridiculous of which seemed to be the suggestion that Irulon had never existed and had always been a monstrous infiltrator. One person even put out the theory that all the royal family members were monsters.

It sounded rough for Irulon. That said, they really hadn’t had that much of a choice. Irulon’s clones had even given Kasita instructions on how to speak to the guards, so she had clearly agreed with the choice. But that didn’t stop all the trouble.

With all that going on, Alyssa had to wonder whether Irulon was managing to help out Oxart. Alyssa would need to look into it herself before long. Maybe after sending a message to Irulon to check. But that probably wouldn’t be until after her trip to Earth. Kasita had mentioned in her Message wanting to be there for that, so she might be slipping out of the palace at this very moment. Hopefully she would be careful. Alyssa wouldn’t normally worry about the mimic, but with the city guard on high alert, the palace guard would probably be the same. And they probably had at least a few people looking out for mimics after Kasita had disguised herself as the Princess.

A rustling in the maize made Alyssa tense up. The hand not holding the hamburger went straight for her pistol. She held no doubts that Fela wouldn’t attack her, but Fela might not be the only thing drawn close by the smell of modern food. To her side, Tzheitza tugged the icy potion from her bandoleer, having much the same thoughts. Or maybe she didn’t care if it was Fela or not.

The rustling happened again. This time, Alyssa saw it. Two bright orange flames shining in the darkness. “Fela?” Alyssa whispered. That had to be her. If it was some other hellhound, she hoped they liked burgers more than people.

She took a single step closer. The heavy weight of Tzheitza’s hand on her shoulder kept her from moving forward any more.

“It’s fine,” Alyssa said, shrugging the hand off and holstering her pistol at the same time. If this wasn’t her hellhound and she wound up dead… well, she would probably feel awfully foolish in the pit of Tenebrael’s stomach. “Fela? Is that you? You remember hamburgers, right? I brought you one so that we could talk for a bit. Do you mind coming out? My friend won’t hurt you.” Hopefully.

The rustling got closer as did those fiery lights.

A stalk of corn toppled to the side as a hellhound stepped forward, poking its mane-draped head out of the shadows and into the small area lit by Alyssa’s Light spell. She had her eyes narrowed at Tzheitza, but it was a strain, Alyssa could tell. Her gaze kept drifting over to Alyssa’s outstretched hand. She kept licking her lips. Every few seconds, she would sniff at the air.

Unable to take it anymore, she practically pounced on Alyssa’s hand. The hamburger vanished in a blur of fur. Fela disappeared as well. Alyssa could hear her nearby, chomping down on the burger.

“We should go,” Tzheitza said, voice terse. Her knuckles were white as they gripped her potion orb. Hopefully the glass could stand up to the pressure. “Yer lucky to keep yer arm.”

“It’s fine. She didn’t even scratch me.” Alyssa waved her hand in front of Tzheitza. “Not even a tiny mark. But Fela!” Alyssa turned to where she thought she heard the noises coming from. There was a faint light in the darkness that might have been from Fela’s eyes, though her back was turned. Or it might have just been Alyssa’s imagination. “Come back. I just want to talk. Tzheitza isn’t going to hurt you. In fact, she’s going to put her potion right back on her bandoleer,” she said with a pointed look at the older woman.

Tzheitza grumbled something unintelligible under her breath. Or maybe she was just growling louder than the actual monster. Either way, it took an extra glare to get her to lower the potion. Frankly, Alyssa was surprised that she hadn’t tossed it the moment Fela leaped at the hamburger. It had happened quickly, true, but she had reacted to other things quickly. When they had been captured on the Brechen Overlook, she had been the first one up and at them when Kasita freed them. Of course, they had been captured in the first place, but that had been an ambush.

Ah well. Alyssa should just count herself and Fela lucky that neither of them wound up an ice cube.

However, even with the potion lowered, it still wasn’t away.

Alyssa probably wasn’t going to get anything better.

“You have lots of scary friends.”

Turning back to the forest of maize, Alyssa spotted the two red lights just barely beyond the radius of her spell’s light. “Oh?” The draken and Irulon were pretty scary. Tzheitza was muscular and armed with all sorts of esoteric potions, but Alyssa would definitely say that she was the least scary of the bunch. Then again, she hadn’t ever seen Tzheitza go all out. And, thinking about it for longer than a second, that potion she had used to melt the troll was horrifying.

But Fela didn’t know about all that.

“She smells like danger. Like she might explode if I got close.”

Alyssa threw a quick look to Tzheitza, wondering how literal Fela was being. Tzheitza didn’t strike her as the type to explode in anger in a situation like this. She might toss her potions if she felt threatened, but wouldn’t shout. Which probably meant that those potions could explode. Maybe if exposed to the hellhound’s flaming eyes.

A light breeze picked up, lasting only a second or two. That was enough to tug on Alyssa’s hair, pulling it out of place. A quick hand over her head had it back into position, but she couldn’t help but frown. It had been a long while since she had been able to do any trimming. Alyssa didn’t mind long hair, but it needed to be styled away from her face. It was starting to get unkempt, even being a bit much for a ponytail, though she wore it loose at the moment.

Fela didn’t seem to care much that her own hair got pulled around by the sudden breeze. Probably because it hadn’t been anywhere near tidy before. With only the dim light from her spell, Alyssa couldn’t see perfectly, but Fela’s mane of hair sure fit the description. Instead of trying to fix it, Fela narrowed her eyes, dimming the flames ever so slightly as she looked around, sniffing at the air a few times.

“Why don’t you stay there then. We can talk like this.” With barely a thought, the light moved around to get closer to Fela. The hellhound shirked away, raising her furry arm to block out the light, but she didn’t flee. “What are you doing here, Fela? You know that the humans won’t like it if they find you.”

“Nowhere else to go. I thought I’d try to find you, but those humans keep patrolling the wall. One almost caught me today.”

“Yeah, I… heard.” Alyssa sighed. Having nowhere to go had been her reason for seeking out Alyssa’s pack back at the outpost. Of course nothing had changed since then, but Alyssa had expected her to run off to find someplace that wasn’t infested with people who hated her. “They’re harvesting these crops, Fela. That means that your hiding spot isn’t going to be around for much longer. You’ll be caught if you stay here.”

The pointed ears poking off the top of her head drooped, flattening down against her head.

“Sorry.” Alyssa didn’t know what else to say. It wasn’t like they could sneak her into the city. Even if they could, she would have to be confined to a back room without windows or risk being spotted by passersby. That wouldn’t be a fun time for a hellhound.

Even the draken, who seemed to be accepted by the royal family at least, didn’t seem to get out of their stables all that often. They, arguably, needed exercise and a field to run about in far more than a hellhound. Alyssa still wanted to speak with Brakkt about that, and she probably should have when she first got back. Now she didn’t know when she would next see him. Especially if the Pharaoh had grounded Irulon, as hilarious a thought as that might be.

Maybe Irulon would take the hellhound in. Her clones had wanted to domesticate a gaunt. Surely a hellhound was a better companion. Not only was Fela fluffy and not nightmare inducing, but she could actually understand and respond to words. And Fela wouldn’t fall dormant for a decade between feedings.

“Hellhound.”

Alyssa jumped, not having expected Tzheitza to speak at all. She glanced back, slightly worried about the why.

“Yeh didn’t kill the man who found yeh earlier. Why?”

Fela let out a low, guttural growl. “I’m not stupid.”

“Didn’t say yeh were. Just asked a question is all.”

“Then you must be stupid. If I had killed him, he’d go missing. Humans look for missing humans. They’d find him… and me.”

“But yeh scratched him. Yer wound leaves burns on the skin.”

“An accident.” Fela grabbed her busy tail, hugging it tightly to her chest. “He startled me. I fled. My tail swiped him.”

“Your tail?” Alyssa said, blinking. “How did you scrape him with your tail?”

“My fur is like little bits of metal.”

“I’ve touched your tail. It’s soft and fluffy.” A bit smelly, but she wasn’t about to say that to her face. A good bath would do Fela well. Tenebrael’s feathers would make the best bed and pillow of all time, but hellhound fur was a close second. She broke eye contact, looking around and sniffing the air.

An action that Tzheitza ignored. “Nah. The hound is right,” she said. “When the hound feels threatened, the hair stiffens. It is an extremely valuable reagent. Rare too.”

Alyssa raised an eyebrow for two reasons. First, the thought that Fela might puff up like a cat made her smile a little. Although a cat didn’t turn into a pin cushion when scared. But the second part of what Tzheitza said made her brow furrow. “Did you come out here to see if you could get some potion materials?”

“The thought crossed my mind.”

“You’re not hurting her.” Turning to Fela, Alyssa repeated herself. “She’s not hurting you.”

“Don’t need to hurt it. I’ve a decent store of hellhound fur and blood, but bottled flames are hard to come by. Can’t be harvested from dead monsters.”

The fur was expected. Most of the monster-sourced reagents and catalysts in Tzheitza’s store rooms were parts of monsters. Eyes of a gazer. Fangs of a basilisk. Feathers of a harpy. Scales of an apophis. Tongue of a jabberwock. So fur of a hellhound didn’t stand out. Neither did blood, really. But… “How do you bottle flames?”

“With a flask,” Tzheitza said, producing an empty one from a bag she had slung over her shoulder. “Would it… Would yeh mind holding this up to yer eye?” Even though she still had the frost bomb in one hand, she stepped forward, holding out the empty bottle.

Fela shirked backward, moving the same number of steps away.

“You know,” Alyssa said as she took the flask from Tzheitza, “I bet a lot of your extremely rare ingredients wouldn’t be quite so rare if humans and monsters got along a little better. Wouldn’t it be nice to go get a clipping of bunyip hair with a simple question instead of sending people to fight one to the death?” As she spoke, she slowly approached Fela, pleased to see that the hellhound didn’t run away from her.

“We do what we need. Not all of us live in yer fantasy delusions.”

“Fela? Could you hold this up to your eye?” Alyssa said, holding out the bottle. The hellhound accepted it with her large paws, looking down at it for a few moments before doing as requested. Orange flames licked the bottom of the upturned glass. They didn’t dissipate or diminish as would be expected of fire without a fuel source, but they… grew. The flask filled up completely until, left with nowhere to go, the fire spread out around Fela’s hands.

Tzheitza passed a thin glass stopper to Alyssa, who promptly handed it to Fela. There was a bit of fumbling—Fela’s large paws were clearly not designed to accomplish precise tasks, but she eventually got it in place. Only then did she finally turn the flask right-side up. The flames stayed inside, swirling around with a tranquil fury.

“Can’t you do something?” Alyssa said as she handed the bottled flames back to Tzheitza. The glass was surprisingly cool to the touch. Either it was enchanted, insulated, or hellhound eye flame just wasn’t all that hot. “Like, get a permit for keeping Fela around? Say that her presence means easy access to rare ingredients.”

“I’m not ingredients,” Fela said with a huff.

“No, but you could trade some fur for a roof over your head. You wouldn’t have to sleep in the fields. Maybe get some food too.”

“Don’t fill its head with bad ideas. I’m thankful for the flame, but it’s gotta get away afore someone spots it if it doesn’t want to wake up with its head on a pike.”

Fela wrinkled her nose, sniffing twice at the air. “Something smells,” she said, not disguising her disgust.

Alyssa didn’t smell anything, but she glanced back to Tzheitza, just to make sure that the resident potion master hadn’t uncorked anything foul. But Tzheitza wasn’t even paying much attention. Her eyes were on the flask of flames. She swirled it about like she was trying to aerate a fine wine. The glass stopper was still firmly in place, so the smell wasn’t coming from there. Unless the flames started smelling different after being separated from Fela, they probably didn’t smell like much of anything regardless.

Before she realized what was going on, Alyssa found herself wrapped up in Fela’s muscular arms. She didn’t remain embraced for long. Alyssa sailed through the air a short distance. The thick stalks of corn caught her, breaking her fall to the ground.

Glass cracked. A cold rushed over Alyssa, turning her breath to mist and forming frost on the leaves of the maize.

It took a moment to orient herself. Her orb of light was still up in the air, providing enough illumination to see by. The light was even brighter now, reflected off the ice. Where there once had been a forest of corn stalks, winter had fallen. The stalks had been flattened against the ground by the force of the frosty explosion.

The explosion hadn’t been anywhere near Alyssa or Fela. Tzheitza had tossed it off behind where Alyssa had stood. Fela was glaring in the same direction, sniffing at the air.

Alyssa’s eyes roved to Fela’s paw. She held a knife. A smooth black blade designed to be a throwing dagger.

With a sick feeling welling in her stomach, Alyssa unslung the shotgun from her shoulder as she got back to her feet.

She had seen that dagger before. Several times. It had even pierced her chest in an alternate reality.

The Taker was nearby.
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                Fela launched herself into the frosty field before Alyssa could stop her. The Taker wouldn’t have attacked if he hadn’t thought he could have taken on a hellhound. He was probably counting on her being bloodthirsty. Splitting up was an extremely bad idea.

Alyssa scanned the forest of corn, looking for any hint of the Taker or Fela. Fela had charged off toward where Tzheitza had thrown her potion. She wasn’t running away, but running to attack. That might give her a moment to cast a spell or two.

“Projectile Reflection,” Alyssa said aloud, less because she needed to speak to cast spells and more for Tzheitza’s benefit. She hadn’t been completely idle during the few days of downtime. Drawing up a deck of spells hadn’t even taken that long. And Projectile Reflection was one of the spells she had wanted the most.

Let the Taker suck on his own bag of tricks. Alyssa learned from her failures. His spell could be used against his throwing weapons easily enough. This encounter would go far differently from the last. She had both chains and scythes ready and even had another Fractal Mirror. If he managed to kill her despite her preparedness… well, she would definitely ask Tenebrael if she could delay being eaten until she had a chance to torture the guy on his death.

Alyssa knelt to pick up the knife. Fela had dropped it before darting off. But she hesitated. What if it was cursed in some way other than the frosty enchantment on the blade. Fela might have been able to ignore the curse thanks to some inherent magical resistance, but Alyssa wasn’t even wearing the dragon hide armor. She was back in modern clothing.

Realizing that Tzheitza might not recognize the knife, Alyssa said, “It’s the Taker.”

At the same time, Tzheitza spoke with a hiss. “Octavia.”

“What?”

“That knife. That idiot girl was tossing ‘em at me and Oz.”

“When you captured her… Of course Octavia shops at the same blacksmith that the Taker does. That’s identical to the ones the Taker was throwing at me when I fought him.”

“Yer sure?”

Alyssa winced as she felt a memory of the dagger pierce her chest. Long. Black. More like a nail than a proper knife. It was probably designed specifically for throwing. “Yeah. Very sure.”

“Oh Tommik,” Tzheitza said softly. “I hope yer out there.”

“I hope it’s Octavia.” As prepared as she felt, it was almost a relief to think that Octavia might be the one hunting them down instead. She seemed like far less of a threat. Though it wouldn’t do to let her guard down just because of a suspicion. Best to treat it as the Taker until proved otherwise. Or worse, both of them could be out there.

Alyssa snuffed out her light spell, realizing that it was just painting a target on them. In its place, she activated Night Vision. “Can you see in the dark?”

“I got a potion,” Tzheitza said. The potions on the bandoleer were something of an issue. A few of them glowed in the dark. It lit up Tzheitza like a Christmas tree. Or, it did until Tzheitza pulled on the bandoleer. A heavy cloth fell over the potions. They could still be grabbed from the underside and a little light came out from there, but it wasn’t half as bad as before. “Yer monster might be in trouble if it is the Taker.”

“And Octavia will be in trouble if it’s her.”

“Bah. Serves the haberin fool right.”

“I’d rather hand her over to the Pharaoh to deal with. Don’t want to be accused of anything. We should find them regardless.”

“Mhm. Guards’ll have seen the ice globe.”

“All the more reason to find Fela quickly. I have extra Projectile Reflection cards. Do you want one?”

“Nah. Too high rank for me. I’ve got a harden skin potion. Daggers canne hurt me with it.”

“Alright. How do you want to do this?”

“Stick behind me.”

“But I’ve got Projectile Reflection. If he flings any more daggers, better to reflect them completely rather than risk them being sharp enough for harden skin to fail.”

“Projectile Reflection isn’t gonna help against his sword.”

Alyssa flinched again, unconsciously rubbing at her lower stomach. That was a very good point. Did she have a spell that would block swords? Closing her eyes and thinking for a moment, Alyssa came up blank. She had a lot of offensive spells, but Projectile Reflection was the only defensive one she could think of off the top of her head.

Clicking her tongue in annoyance, Alyssa fell in behind Tzheitza as they started moving through the frosted portion of the fields. She didn’t like putting Tzheitza in danger just to be safe herself, but she fully acknowledged Tzheitza’s experience in things like this.

That said, if Alyssa were the Taker in this situation, she would be fleeing back to the city as fast as possible. He had an angry Tzheitza after him, an angry hellhound after him, and an angry Rank Six arcanist after him. Plus the guards that would surely be swarming the area as soon as they noticed that the field had turned into an ice cube when they weren’t looking. Continuing to fight in this situation was just asking to be caught.

Which had Alyssa thinking that Tzheitza was right. This really was Octavia. As Irulon had said, her younger sister was an idiot. Who in their right mind would attack in a situation like this?

Fela had left a trail of destruction in her wake. Following her path was as simple as following the corn stalks that had been broken off. A perfectly clear trail led from the ice explosion toward the city, though not directly. There was a path only three minutes of casual walking from where Alyssa had been standing. This was headed in almost the opposite direction, keeping far from any path that Alyssa knew of.

Silence hung over them, eerie in how odd it would be that Fela or their assailant wasn’t making any noise. However, it didn’t last. Someone shouted. No words were spoken. The shout was just noises. It wasn’t the higher pitched nasal tones of the Taker and it wasn’t a young feminine voice that might belong to Octavia. A guard? So soon? Even the horse riders would have had difficulty arriving so quickly, mostly because the horses probably couldn’t pass through the corn all that easily.

Unless it was a cohort. Cid? Alyssa hoped that she wouldn’t ever meet him again, but if she did… he wouldn’t have a fun time of it.

Whoever it was, Tzheitza shifted directions, leaving the path Fela had made to head directly toward the sound. Alyssa followed close behind, spells at the ready. She wasn’t about to draw her firearms against the Taker. He knew about Projectile Reflection. Octavia would as well, though Alyssa didn’t know if she could cast the spell. Better to be on the safe side and stick with spells.

A… clearing opened up before them? Corn had clearly been planted, but a wide area had been swept away. Far wider than Fela could have managed even had she been running with her arms extended. There was no sign of the hellhound in the clearing. Nor of the Taker or Octavia. One man was curled up on the ground, wearing the armor of the Lyrian city guard. His face was down in the roughage, but he wasn’t dead. Both his hands were over his head in a protective pose.

Alyssa’s first thought was to run forward and check to see if he was alright, but she hesitated. Tzheitza held out a hand, blocking Alyssa’s path anyway. Something was wrong then? A trap?

There wasn’t anything around that Alyssa could see. Having seen Irulon set a trap on the Society of the Burning Shadow’s water rock, not being able to see something wasn’t all that comforting.

“Guardsman,” Tzheitza said without taking a step forward. He ‘eeped’ a little and jerked upright, facing the wrong way. Tzheitza didn’t give him a chance to look around before continuing. “I am a member of the Knights Solaris. State yer status. Are yeh in need of aid?”

“H-Help me.” He stood up and practically sprinted over, all but confirming that there were no traps around him. “I’m Lanhom, a-a noble from House Davenport,” he said as he ran. There clearly weren’t any traps around if he was running like that, though one of the fallen corn stalks tripped him up. He landed on his face just in front of Tzheitza. Undeterred, he looked up. “My serv—fellow guard disappeared when that mon-monster attacked us! I order you to protect me in his place. Take me back to the city!”

“Yeh gotta hummworm in yer grey? Yer a guardsman, yet yeh want me to protect yeh?”

“What? I…” He blinked twice, looking away from Tzheitza to Alyssa. He wasn’t going to find any help from her corner. Maybe it was that she had a mother who had served in the military before going on to be a security guard, but Alyssa had strong feelings about those with law enforcement positions. Using his status as a noble to cower and hide… did not align with her ideals.

Though it was true that her mother had never fought literal monsters. But Fela wasn’t that scary.

“What attacked you?” Alyssa asked instead of saying anything else that was on her mind. She suspected that it was Fela, but if there was another monster running around in the cornfield, best to know what kind of horror movie she was in before it started stalking her.

“Oh it was horrid!” he said, wrapping his arms around himself in a self-hug. Which looked odd on a man wearing bulky armor. “One moment, I was walking alongside Seath. Then… Oh, I almost forgot.”

He reached into the folds of his beige surcoat and pulled out a small notebook. Spell cards. He fumbled through selecting one, held it up to the sky, and practically shouted out. “Flare!”

A bright orange orb of fire launched off toward the clouds. Reaching its peak, it burst apart in a fiery explosion of light and sound. A magical firework, essentially. And probably either a warning or a call for help from the rest of the guards.

Judging by the swear under her breath, Tzheitza was worried about more hostile attention drawn their way.

“What was the monster?” Alyssa asked again. When he just looked at her, she added on, “This is vital information that we need to help keep you alive.”

He shuddered. “Oh, it was horrible.”

“Yes. You said that.” Oxart had said that most of the city guard was made up of nobles. What she hadn’t said was that nobles were literally babies. It was a wonder that the entire city hadn’t fallen to the first attack if this Lanhom was an example of that the guard had to offer.

He wasn’t, of course. Alyssa knew Ipo was far more disciplined than this guy.

“It was huge with midnight black skin.”

“Furry?”

“N-No? Its skin was like leather. It gleamed in the light of our lantern,” he said, glancing down at a little iron and frosted glass lamp that had fallen to the ground. The flame within flickered as he picked it up. “It was on us before I knew what was happening. Didn’t hear a thing.”

“Its skin was shiny and black… and you didn’t hear it coming,” Alyssa said, suddenly feeling a bit nervous. “Did you happen to see its face?”

He shook his head back and forth in a negative.

“Right. I wish Kasita were here. Let’s keep an eye out for gaunts.”

“Gaunts?” “Gaunts?”

Both Tzheitza and Lanhom spoke at once, the former in a concerned but curious tone while the latter in a high pitched panic.

“A gaunt injured Irulon the night the palace was attacked. It later… assisted me in routing the Society of the Burning Shadow from the Waterhole.”

“That was you!” Lanhom blurted out. “You’re… Captain Decorous has been wanting to uh… speak to you. We’re supposed to alert him if we find you.”

“Well isn’t that just great.” The man who had locked up Oxart upon her return wanted to meet with her. Sounded like something to avoid if at all possible. Luckily, this guy seemed like a self-centered fool. Hopefully he wouldn’t remember Tzheitza’s name. They could just slip away and Alyssa could start avoiding the city guard for the rest of her life. “Regardless, his description sounded like a gaunt and, as far as I know, the city guard haven’t found the one I encountered. Though I thought they were supposed to go dormant for a decade after eating and it definitely ate that night.”

“If that’s true, we need to get out,” Tzheitza said, speaking perfectly clearly. “Guild standard procedure when dealing with gaunts is to lead them away from population centers and find them a cow to eat, or something similar. Fighting one isn’t done. Encountering one in a cornfield is a death wish.”

Ignoring the few whimpers from Lanhom, Alyssa nodded. “That’s why I wish Kasita were here. But I can contain it as long as I see it before it grabs one of us.” A small part of her wondered if the Spectral Axe spell could scythe out its soul. Irulon’s clones surely would have thought of that when they had discussed options for dealing with the gaunt, so most people couldn’t do it. Alyssa wasn’t most people, however.

Still, she ensured that Spectral Chains were at the forefront of her deck of cards. It was a tried and true spell. No need to take risks.

Though if there was really a gaunt out in the field, had it wandered out on its own? Was the Taker or Octavia trying to weaponize it as the Society of the Burning Shadow had done? It couldn’t be coincidence that it was out here at the same time as someone had thrown a dagger at her.

“C’mon,” Tzheitza said. “Stick close, guardsman. I’ll not wait up for yeh.”

Whereas before Tzheitza moved through the path with slow caution, she now charged forward just barely under a run. That didn’t stop her cautious glancing about. If anything, she was even more alert of her surroundings than before. Alyssa couldn’t blame her. The gaunt didn’t make a sound. If it destroyed crops, they might be able to hear it when the stalks broke, but it could just as easily pass through them the same way that Alyssa and Tzheitza were now.

And they did pass through the cornfield. The corn wasn’t as densely planted as she had seen in modern corn mazes, letting them walk mostly unhindered as they left the path of toppled plants.

Alyssa wasn’t slacking off either. Constant vigilance? That was the phrase. Tzheitza spent most of her time looking forward and to their immediate sides, so Alyssa took over the backward glances. Gaunts were slow moving, so they probably didn’t have to worry about being chased, but no sense ignoring a whole avenue of attack. Lanhom followed just behind her, half crouched over as if to make himself look smaller. He looked everywhere around him, even up above despite the forest of corn not really extending much higher than their heads.

“Something is there,” Alyssa hissed, spotting stalks of corn moving unnaturally. It definitely wasn’t just wind. Even with night vision, she couldn’t actually see what might have caused the twitching stalks. Her fingers rubbed over her deck of cards. She wanted to just toss out a Spectral Chains, but without being able to see anything, it would probably just wrap around some corn.

Tzheitza didn’t share in her hesitation. She grabbed one of the potions from her covered bandoleer and chucked it between the stalks. A golden liquid splashed out, right where Alyssa had seen movement. Most of it stayed a bright golden color. All the plants were doused as was the ground. But a few spots on the ground darkened to a deep red.

It took her a moment to realize that they were footprints. Elongated footprints. Definitely not human unless the potion turned red in a wider area than normal feet.

“We were being watched?” Alyssa said as she realized just how the footsteps aligned. They came in from somewhere off to the right, stopped at a point ten feet away, and vanished back in roughly the same direction they had come. “The gaunt? Or something else.”

“It moved quick for a gaunt.”

“Fela?”

“Don’t know. Don’t care. It’s gone, keep moving.”

Tzheitza allowed for no argument as she started walking again. She did change her angle, moving their group away from where the footprints had been heading. If Alyssa’s sense of direction hadn’t gone all screwy—being able to see the palace and city towers helped—they were now headed toward a path that cut through the fields. It took a few minutes that felt like forever, but the edge of the field finally came into view.

Being able to see further than a few feet away was a blessing. Now she could actually see a gaunt coming.

And she could see the guards. Four were on horseback. Another six were hovering about the edges of the field. The closest horse rider took notice almost immediately and, with a nudge of the reins, started trotting over.

Lanhom managed to get a quiet word in before the horse rider got too close. “Just stay calm, I’ll handle this.” As he spoke, he moved to the head of the group, standing straight rather than half hunched over. “Sir!” he said with an arm over his chest in a salute. “I rescued these civilians from an unknown monster, but Seath went missin—”

“You rescued us?” Alyssa could hardly believe how quickly he had turned from a sniveling coward into, on first glance, a gallant knight. If she was a bystander and only just glanced over, she might have even believed him. His words carried a confidence and calm that she would never have expected from the man who had been in the maize.

He clicked his tongue in annoyance and opened his mouth, but Tzheitza spoke first.

“Quit yer haberin bickerin. Cap’n, yeh—”

“Not a captain, citizen, just a guardsman.” He spoke with a tinge of annoyance in his voice. As if he were annoyed that he had to admit that he wasn’t highly ranked. At the same time, he carried a tone of derision when he referred to Tzheitza as a citizen like he was looking down at her. Which he was, literally, because of his high horse. “I am Guardsman O—”

“Don’t mite care. Yeh need to pull yer guards out of the field hastylike. There is a mitehan of a gaunt out there.”

“Gaunt?” he repeated, narrowing his eyes as he looked from Tzheitza to Alyssa and finally to Lanhom. “What did you see?” he asked, addressing the latter.

“I… uh… didn’t right see, sir,” he said, rubbing the back of his helmet. “It moved so fast, you see?”

“Fast, huh?” he said, looking back to Tzheitza, not bothering to hide his suspicion.

The woman clenched her fists, clearly irritated. Alyssa couldn’t disagree. Lanhom had probably not seen anything at all. She was tempted to say as such, to reveal just how large a coward he had been, but it would be her and Tzheitza’s word against his. With the way he had looked to Lanhom for confirmation, he probably wasn’t inclined to believe the worst of his subordinate. And if Lanhom really was some noble, he probably had friends in high places. Places where this guardsman wanted to go.

“Yeh can argue later. There’s more than just the possibility of a gaunt out there. An assassin with Waters Street might be targeting us. Mayhaps the Taker himself. And…” She trailed off, glancing to Alyssa for just a moment. “A hellhound.”

Alyssa winced at that little betrayal. But she could understand the reasons for it. Fela very easily could be a danger to the guards walking around inside the fields. She had proved that at the Society outpost. In light of the gaunt, it would be best to warn her via a Message as soon as possible that she needed to flee. The guards would be combing the fields after this.

“A hellhound?” the horseback guardsman practically shouted, clearly not believing Tzheitza. “In Lyria? Madness. One would never dare come this far north. The Fortress of Pandora would have sent warning that one slipped by. And the only gaunt that has been in the city was safely escorted to an isolated mountain far south. Whatever rumors you may have heard to the contrary are only that. Rumors.”

“Escorted?” That was the first Alyssa had heard of that. She had asked Brakkt and he had said that the gaunt went missing. He would know more than a random guardsman, wouldn’t he?

“Uh, sir?” Lanhom said, stepping closer to the horse and its rider. With a gesture from his hand, he had the guardsman leaning over in the perfect spot to whisper quietly.

Letting them have their moment, Alyssa walked a few steps away, pulling out a Message card as she moved. “Message. Fela,” she spoke as quietly as she could. “The guards are going to be looking for you in the fields. You need to get out as soon as possible. Good luck! I’m sorry I can’t do more—”

“Guards! Take these two into custody!”

Alyssa whipped back around to find several of the guards now advancing toward her and Tzheitza. None of them made it very far before they all stopped as one. One of them raised an arm, pointed, and shouted.

“G-Gaunt!”
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                “G-Gaunt!”

Alyssa spun around. The guard hadn’t been joking. One gaunt was slowly creeping out of the field of corn. Metal clanked behind her as the men started moving. She didn’t know if they were advancing or retreating, but a horse’s whinny and the beating of hooves told her that at least one of the horses had decided that it wanted to be anywhere but here.

But Alyssa paid them no mind. She was staring at the gaunt, watching it. The field of corn it was lethargically moving out of was the same one that she and Tzheitza had just come from. It had been following them. An uncomfortable thought, but she was prepared for this. Raising her hand, she cast Spectral Chains.

The ethereal links of ghostly metal wrapped around the gaunt, hiding most of its skeletal body. It managed one more step before the chains tightened around its legs, sending it toppling to the ground. After a few meager struggles against its bindings, the gaunt fell still. If she hadn’t known that they were invincible murder monsters from the worst nightmares, she might have thought it died.

Only when she was sure that it wasn’t about to jump to its feet did she glance over her shoulder.

Tzheitza had two potions out, one in either hand. A luminescent white orb and one so dark that it almost seemed to suck in light, dimming the area around it even despite Alyssa’s Night Vision spell being active. She held them but wasn’t even in a pose to suggest that she might be considering throwing them. They were both especially notable potions, but Alyssa couldn’t remember having seen them on the bandoleer. Tzheitza did have a small bag with her, so she could have pulled them from there.

As for what they might do, Alyssa couldn’t begin to guess. Irulon had insisted that gaunts were basically immune to magic that directly targeted them. From what Alyssa had seen, potions were just magic in a bottle. But if they affected the area around it, that could work.

Behind Tzheitza, the guards were far less composed. Where there had been a dozen, only four remained. Lanhom was nowhere to be seen. A few of the guards were fleeing up the path toward the city, but Alyssa couldn’t pick Lanhom’s back out from the other knights with their identical armor. None of the horses were around either. The guard whom Lanhom had been talking with was around, currently trying to get to his feet as fast as possible. The way his back had gained a coat of dirt was unfortunately all too familiar for Alyssa. He must have been bucked off the horse.

One of the remaining guards had a spell tome out in one hand and a card in the other. Again, Alyssa had no idea what he was intending to do with the magic, but maybe he had a way of creating a barrier that the gaunt couldn’t cross.

The lead guardsman finally got back to his feet. Between his ashen face and the way he backed up, he had probably been on the verge of running. Looking between Alyssa, the chains connecting her to the gaunt, and the monster put a stop to that. He put a hand to his chest, breathing a few times before throwing his own glance over his shoulder.

“Get those men back here,” he said, barking the order to one of the remaining guards… who needed no second tellings—maybe he was just that diligent, but Alyssa was putting money on wanting an excuse to put distance between himself and the gaunt. The lead guard glowered at him on his way out before turning to the man with the spell tome. “And you, send up a yellow flame. Get them out of the fields at once!”

As the lead guardsman turned back to Alyssa and the gaunt with a scowl plastered on his face, the arcanist flipped through his tome and selected a new card. Just like Lanhom’s firework spell, this one launched a ball of fire up into the sky. When it exploded, it burst into a dazzling golden glitter.

“You two… just… just stay right there.”

Alyssa glanced over to the gaunt. It wasn’t moving in the slightest. “You’re not going to arrest me, are you?” she said, jangling the chains. “I don’t think that I can keep it locked up if my hands are in manacles.”

He ground his teeth together. Limping a few steps forward, and pausing with a flick of his eyes toward the gaunt a few feet behind her, he said, “Captain Decorous has been looking for you.”

“That’s nice. I don’t see why that requires me to be arrested.”

“You’re consorting with monsters!”

“Consorting? I captured it. If that’s illegal, I’ll be happy to let it go.” Giving the chains a lazy tug made the gaunt move again. It couldn’t really move with the chains around it, but it tried.

The effect was enough. The guardsman backed away once again, shooting a nervous glance at Tzheitza. “Don’t do that,” he said eventually. “Don’t do anything. Stay right where you are until we can… do something.” Tilting his head to touch his chin to his shoulder without breaking eye contact with the gaunt, he barked out another order to the arcanist. “Send a Message to Decorous. Inform him of the situation. Get him down here if possible but… be respectful about it.”

“Sure. Sure thing.”

The arcanist backed away, moving a bit aside to get some privacy just as Alyssa had done earlier. As he pulled out a card and started mumbling, a guard emerged from the corn field. He had a sword out and was using the flat of it to knock stalks of corn out of his way, grumbling the entire time under his breath. He marched right up to his commander without even noticing the chained gaunt.

“Are we done here? Muck is leaking into my…”

He finally noticed. Robbed of words, he just stared.

More guards started emerging from the fields. Both the one Alyssa had been inside and the one on the opposite side of the path. Most of them were more attentive than the first one out. Reactions varied, but as more gathered around the commander with their weapons at the ready, those more timid steadied themselves and joined ranks.

Unfortunately, most of them were shooting glares in her direction. Tzheitza’s as well.

“I’m causing trouble for you again,” Alyssa said softly as Tzheitza approached. “Sorry.”

“Don’t mite care. How long can yeh keep it?”

“The chains?” Irulon, or her clones, had asked the same thing. Alyssa didn’t even feel the slightest strain. Not like when she cast Fractal Mirror or other such spells. “Forever, I guess.”

Tzheitza let out an audible sigh, relaxing her tense muscles. She didn’t put away the two potions. They were still just as ready as ever to be tossed at the gaunt. But she did finally break eye contact with it. The first time since it had appeared. She turned to Alyssa with a sliver of a frown on her face. “‘T would be nice not to worry over monsters every time yeh show up. Or gangs. Or armies.”

“I feel the same way. I’ve got enough going on without things like this popping up. Guess it’s good we caught it before it could eat anyone. But…” Alyssa dropped her voice. “Is there a plan for this? Irulon can probably get me out of any jail they throw me into.” Or rather, Tenebrael was going to pop up and pull her out of the whole world in less than a day. Though coming back to Lyria might not be the best option if the guards started a manhunt for her. Not without getting Irulon to smooth things over, if she even could. “But he wanted to arrest you too.” Irulon might help out Tzheitza if Alyssa asked nicely, but she also might not. It was hard to tell with the Princess sometimes.

“I’ve got friends in the guild and guard,” Tzheitza said, shrugging. “And a reputation. Whatever they’re tryin’ to claim I did won’t stick. My work this past week with plague menders almost guarantees that I’ll be released to continue working on it unless they come up with some surprising claims.”

Good to know that having friends in high places didn’t apply only to Alyssa. Some things just don’t change even a world away. Alyssa’s friends, both the mortal and immortal, were just a little higher than most people had access to.

And there I am thinking about Irulon as a tool again, Alyssa thought with a mental wince. Tenebrael, on the other hand, was a tool for all she cared.

Roughly a dozen men had appeared from the corn in the short time Alyssa had been talking with Tzheitza. A few of the men had returned from up the path as well, but not the full numbers. Not yet at least. With nearly twenty people all standing around her, Alyssa would be lying if she said she wasn’t nervous. Tenebrael could get her out of prison with a snap of her fingers. If one of these guards got a little twitchy and rammed a sword through her chest, it would be a different story.

She did take solace in the fact that swords were a whole lot harder to be twitchy with than firearms.

“Better cooperate,” Tzheitza mumbled. “Should’ve just let the guards handle it from the start.”

“Then you wouldn’t have your hellhound eye fire thing. And you saw Fela. She didn’t even act like she thought about attacking you. Considering what she went through at the outpost, that’s saying something. She’s a nice girl.” Alyssa paused before considering the way Fela had disappeared from their little meeting. “I hope she eats the Taker.” And I hope she’s alright after fighting him, she thought, though she didn’t verbalize it. She was already pushing for Tzheitza to be more open with monsters as it was. No need to beat her with a metaphorical hammer.

She did get a low chuckle from Tzheitza, though it died off quickly as the lead guardsman started walking toward them.

“Captain Decorous is heading out on his fastest horse. You are not to leave. We need to…” He put his hand to his forehead before speaking a little quieter. “He said to deal with it. I don’t know what he expects.”

“I can hold it indefinitely. I don’t want to. There are other things I need to be doing. But I’ll keep it until you come up with a plan. As long as you’re not planning to arrest me.”

“That… is up to Decorous. I will let him know that you are being cooperative.”

Alyssa dipped her head in a slight nod. “Appreciated.”

“Here’s yer plan: get a cow or some other luggard, shove it right up against its face, an’ close yer eyes. Then load it up on a wagon and dump it in the Pit.”

The Pit. The hole in the ground straight to Hell. Or the Underworld, if there was a difference between the two. That did seem like a valid place to drop the gaunt. Maybe when it woke from its torpor, it could eat some demons. Still, she glanced at it with a slight frown, wondering just how aware it might be of what was going to happen to it. It definitely didn’t think like a normal creature, not like Tzheitza, Kasita, or Fela. Or even the draken.

Alyssa shook her head, deciding not to think further on the topic. The creature might not be evil in the classical sense, but a rabid dog had to be put down before it became a hazard to people. If it could not be reasoned with, then it had to go.

“That isn’t a bad idea,” the guard said. “Yes. That might work. You there!” he said, pointing toward another of the men. “Run to the Abernathy Livestocks. Get them to hand over some animal and drag it back here.”

“Alive,” Tzheitza said.

“Yes. Alive.”

That made Alyssa wince. Throwing the gaunt into the deepest pit they could find was one thing. Feeding it a poor cow to make it docile… She didn’t care to stick around to watch it happen, but unless someone else could contain the monster, she wouldn’t have much of a choice in the matter.

Glancing back, she scowled. The chains held tight and the gaunt still hadn’t moved. Why did something like it even exist in the first place? She could almost understand most of the rest of the monsters. Maybe it was some perverted type of confirmation bias because of myths and legends on Earth, but a harpy seemed far more natural than this thing.

The men around, trained guards that had probably gone into battle not so long ago against trolls and goblins, were visibly nervous. They had their weapons drawn. Looking to each other had become an almost pathological need. Aside from the leader, who was currently having a rough time tallying up how many of his men were missing, none of them strayed closer than twenty feet. Even Tzheitza stood quite a way further away than Alyssa would have expected. Alyssa caught glimpses of her looking back, but never for long. Only to reassure herself that Alyssa hadn’t been lying about being able to keep it chained up.

Three horses rode down the path from the direction of the city before long. They did not have a cow in tow. Decorous had arrived first. Alyssa actually preferred it this way. It meant that Decorous wouldn’t be able to drag her off to some cell without freeing the gaunt, giving her at least a chance to figure out why he wanted to talk to her.

Like Oxart, Decorous did not wear the heavier armor that most of the city guard wore. His clothing was a red cloth, fastened up the middle with silver links. He wore a little half-cape thing. A black cloth that really only covered his shoulders. It was the same length in the front as the back. He did have a spell tome chained to his hip, hanging next to a thick leather pouch, but it was far thinner than Oxart and Irulon’s. On his opposite side, he had a long sword with a rapier-like blade. To Alyssa, it looked far too fancy to be functional with the gems encrusted into the grip and hand guard, but she did admit that she didn’t have much of an eye for swords.

He didn’t approach right away, though he definitely spent a moment staring between her and Tzheitza. His eyes followed the length of the chains until he reached the gaunt. He didn’t avert his eyes or shift with shaken nerves as the rest of the guards did. All he did was let out a small sigh. Waving a hand to call over the lead guard, he proceeded to spend a few minutes conversing.

Alyssa couldn’t hear a word of it. They were definitely speaking about her. She kept meeting their eyes all through their conversation. It made Alyssa wonder just what kind of eavesdropping magic existed. Wonder all she might, she wouldn’t magically get any right now. Sighing, she just waited until Decorous approached.

Or tried to approach.

His horse, a well groomed white stallion, reared back the second he tried to approach closer than about thirty feet, just about throwing him from the saddle. His eyes went wide, but he managed to avoid crashing to the ground like a few of the other guardsmen had done. Leaning forward, he spoke into its ear while rubbing at its neck. It took another moment or two, but the horse did calm.

It was apparently far better trained than the ones the other guards had been riding.

Rather than try again, he handed the reins off to his second in command and dismounted.

Decorous strode across the path without a hint of concern for his own safety from the gaunt. The two mounted companions he had brought with him did not dismount, but they didn’t approach either. One of them ran off after a quick direction from Decorous. The other started taking over from the previous commander, barking orders around to try to get the men organized properly.

As he passed Tzheitza, Decorous nodded his head. “Interesting to see you out here. I was under the impression that you had taken up seclusion in your laboratory.”

“Gotta collect mats some time. Habering menalicks interrupted as yeh can right see.”

“So I see. So I see. Your name was… Alyssa.” Decorous walked right up to Alyssa, stopping a mere two feet away. “Monster slaver, potion seller—” He paused long enough to glance at Tzheitza. “—medical expert, lumber hauler. Am I missing anything? Saboteur, perhaps?”

“Saboteur?” Alyssa blinked, trying to remember anything she had done in Lyria that might have been considered sabotage. Nothing was coming to mind except maybe dragging a fairy around the city. She had been planning on denying that. Claiming that the fairy had already been in the palace when Oxart wound up captured should work. Anything Oxart said to the contrary could simply be a product of uncertain circumstances that Oxart had misinterpreted. And if Oxart had a problem with her shirking responsibility for that in the name of getting out of jail… well, she would have to remind the captain that it was Alyssa and Irulon who had come to her rescue.

For now, deny, deny, deny. “I haven’t done anything.”

“Did you not just return with Princess Irulon? I read her report of the situation. Destroyed a large group of Society of the Burning Shadow. Worthy of commendation, if Princess Irulon’s story is to be believed. Several scouts have already been dispatched to confirm, but they haven’t quite made it back yet.”

“I haven’t done anything except that,” Alyssa corrected, slightly relieved. “If that’s all—”

“Of course, some less than scrupulous questions have been raised concerning you.”

“Like… what?”

“Oh, certain accusations that you have been trying to usurp the throne.” His tone remained conversational, but the words brought Alyssa up short.

“I… I what?”

“Insinuations have been made,” he said, still speaking casually. “A palace guardsman insisted that the Princess Irulon we all saw was an impostor. He was unable to inform us at the time because he had been placed under a spell, but he was quite adamant after the fact. Then you disappeared with the princess right after in… suspicious circumstances. One city guard, part of the Northgate Guard, was left with instructions from Oxart to apprehend you should something happen to her. Unfortunately, you had left the city before we could investigate further, even claiming that Oxart had been controlled by a fairy to her second in command.”

“That… is absolutely ridiculous.”

“Oh?”

“First of all, if I was trying to usurp the throne, which I most certainly am not, I wouldn’t do it by replacing the seventh person on the totem pole with an impostor. I would set my sights higher than that, on someone more likely to actually become the ruler. Secondly, Irulon is back. Safe and sound. I’m sure a Rank Six arcanist as powerful as the Pharaoh is purported to be would be able to tell the difference between his daughter and a fake. The entire suggestion is completely baseless.”

“I didn’t say I believed it,” Decorous said, covering his mouth as he chuckled. “With Oxart’s fall to disgrace, I don’t know that her words carry much weight anymore. Nor do her orders to her subordinates. And, as you said, the Pharaoh has made no mention of his daughter being anything but his daughter.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together as he mentioned Oxart, but she didn’t say anything. Irulon had said that she would look into that. It might be wise to send her a reminder, given her apparent problems with her father, but it wasn’t something Alyssa could easily change. “So I’m free to go, then?”

“Well…” Decorous, trailed off, looking over her shoulder. “I see you weren’t lying about being able to wrangle a gaunt. I would prefer it if you stayed here for the time being.”

“Yeah. I figured,” she said with a sigh. “But you aren’t going to arrest me immediately after?”

“No, but I do have a few questions to clear up. If you would join me at the Northgate Barracks following this? There are a number of inconsistencies that I would like to straighten out.”

“Do I have a choice?”

“There is nothing to fear. With everyone present as witnesses, I will treat you to a meal and send you on your way immediately after. My honor as a noble from House Yora won’t allow me to go back on such a promise.”

Alyssa scowled, definitely not missing the fact that he had not answered her question. She glanced to Tzheitza only to get an uncertain shrug in return. “How could I refuse after hearing that?” she said with another sigh.

“Excellent,” he said, clapping her on the shoulder before tilting his head in apparent concentration. “Is that a mooing I hear? It shouldn’t be long now.”
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                “Are you feeling quite alright? You’re looking a little green in the face.”

Alyssa shuddered. A fairly juicy slab of steak that had been expertly grilled sat in front of her. It wasn’t alone, having come with a side of potatoes and bread. Of all the food that Alyssa had seen in this world, it was by far the best looking. It might not have a slathering of steak sauce or an unhealthy dollop of butter and salt, but it should have looked delectable.

It didn’t. Staring at it, she felt queasy. Alyssa was not a vegetarian. She didn’t think she was about to become one either. It wasn’t that she didn’t understand the reasonings behind the movement. Cows, chickens, and other livestock, as long as they were treated humanely, were just not that big a concern of hers. Even now, that hadn’t changed.

What made her queasy was the memory of the gaunt.

The guards had brought it a cow.

It had eaten a cow.

Watching it eat a person had been terrible, but she had been hopped up on adrenaline and had a thousand other things to worry about at the time. Watching it eat the cow had been… different. A cow was far larger than a person. Remembering how the animal had squeezed in on itself to fit through the small holes that covered the gaunt’s face… just…

Alyssa pressed a hand over her mouth and tried to think of other things. Of shoes and ships and sealing wax. Of cabbages and kings.

“Alyssa?”

“And why the sea is boiling hot— And whether pigs have wings.”

“I’m sorry? The sea is boiling hot? I’m afraid I do not understand.”

Humming to herself, Alyssa picked up her fork and knife. She considered shoving the plate away, but feared it would offend Decorous. Instead, she pictured a psychedelic wonderland to distract herself. “Sorry,” she said after eating the first bite. The steak was good. Couldn’t really go wrong with a nice juicy barbecued slab of meat. “I’m fine.”

“If you’re sure,” he said, gently piercing a dainty chunk of meat. “Return to the part where you freed the monsters, if you would.”

“There isn’t much more to it. We freed them, pointed them at the enemy, and they took care of the rest, more or less. Irulon and I hardly had to lift a finger after that.”

“I see. That would explain the sharp decline in the quality of the Princess’ report from that point on.”

It certainly had nothing to do with things getting angelic, Alyssa hummed to herself as she took a small sip of the grape wine. It was… better than most of the ale she had tried, but it wasn’t really her thing. Even if it was delicious, she couldn’t afford to get drunk and spout who knew what in front of Decorous.

“About the spell Princess Irulon used to distract the occupants.”

Case in point. It was a bit of surprise to find out that Irulon was claiming credit for the damage Annihilator had caused. Someone else might be upset by that. Not Alyssa. She was perfectly happy with attention being taken off her. Slipping up and saying that Irulon hadn’t cast the spell would ruin all of Irulon’s efforts. So she simply asked, “What about it?”

“The name of the spell is conspicuously missing. In addition, she claims she used it to destroy the majority of a hillside and several buildings. An exaggeration, surely. My scouts will confirm in time, but I would not refuse an earlier clarification.”

“I hate to disappoint you, but if Irulon hasn’t mentioned the name of the spell, I shouldn’t either.”

“But you know it?”

“I… yeah, I guess.”

Decorous clasped his hands together, humming. He had hardly touched his meal either, though it probably wasn’t out of horrifying memories in his case. “And the destruction.”

“I mean, I haven’t read her report, but destroying a hillside sounds accurate.”

“Indeed? Curious.”

Alyssa didn’t bother asking just what he found curious. She had been extremely vague in describing the events. The only things she said were things that she was sure he already knew, generally because he would ask about them in specific, such as monsters being freed or the size of the Annihilator spell. It was… rough. Tzheitza wasn’t around, she had gone back to the potion shop, so she had no one to help distract him. The room was empty.

Well, empty of people.

They were seated in Oxart’s office. Her old office? It looked nothing like Alyssa remembered. Oxart kept everything highly utilitarian. Her desk had been fancy, but covered in paperwork. The two chairs she had on the guest side of the desk had been simple wood and nothing more. No cushioning, no red velvet. The walls had been adorned with maps and the large scheduling of guards at various posts around the northern area.

The current desk was the same, but all the paperwork had vanished. It had been given a polish, the wood practically gleamed in the bright lights set about the room. A marble bust sat on one corner. No one Alyssa recognized. She was a little relieved to see that it wasn’t Decorous, that would have been just a little too gaudy.

Speaking of gaudy, Alyssa turned her head to the side. The maps were gone from the walls, replaced with long red tapestries emblazoned with a white symbol. Three swords pointing upward and five fanned out in an arc beneath, pointed down. The same iconography covered the backs of the chairs, which were far fancier than anything Oxart had kept.

Even the silverware fork, which was probably real silver, felt like it would put Alyssa into debt just because she had touched it.

“Are you through with your questions, Captain Decorous?” Alyssa said, drinking a drop of wine. “I’m sure Tzheitza is—” Alyssa’s breath caught in her throat.

A single feather was sitting on the table between her and Decorous.

A white feather.

Eyes wide, Alyssa lurched to her feet, whipping her head around fast enough that her neck cracked. Adrael had come back for her? The feather certainly would have indicated as much, but it was the only feather. The rest of the room was perfectly normal. Nothing had been molting inside. There were no angels, Adrael or otherwise, as far as Alyssa could see. Just her, a bewildered Decorous, and two hardly touched meals.

“Is something wrong?” Decorous asked. He had stood up as well, clearly on alert, though he hadn’t moved for his sword or his spell tome so far. His gaze followed hers as she kept looking around the room, but not nearly to the same extent. Out of the corner of her eyes, she kept noticing him look to her. If anything, he was more suspicious of Alyssa than the idea that something else might be in the room.

“I… I think we were being watched.”

“Watched?” His back stiffened. Whatever calm demeanor he had put on for her vanished in an instant as he narrowed his eyes and looked around the room. “Who? How do you know?”

Alyssa bit her lip, turning slowly, still waiting for Adrael to pop up and skewer her with a shield. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. What if Adrael was right behind her, slowly floating around the room to keep just out of sight? That would be… ridiculous. She didn’t have a reason to hide. Especially not after dropping a feather right on the table.

The feather was still there. Normally, angel feathers disappeared a few seconds after hitting something that wasn’t Alyssa. Had it brushed against her? That would explain why it was still here. Or—and she would feel awfully silly if this were the case—the feather could be a normal feather. There was nothing nearby that might have produced the feather. No pillows or the like. Maybe a chicken had been plucked in the kitchen and its feather wound up stuck to the plate.

No. The feather was perfect; it was smooth, unbroken, and free of stains or grime. There was no doubt in Alyssa’s mind. It was a feather of an angel.

Putting her finger on the wood of the table, careful to avoid touching any part of the feather, Alyssa looked up to Decorous. “Do you see anything here?” A test. If she had touched it, he would be able to see it.

Decorous turned his sharp eyes to the table and stared. And stared. And stared. His gaze roamed left and right, circling around Alyssa’s finger.

Test failed, Alyssa thought. He didn’t even need to speak. If he could see the feather, he would have said something by now.

“I see nothing,” he said after a moment, confirming Alyssa’s thoughts. “I’ll fetch someone capable of performing Unseen Sight.” He pulled out a spell card. Message, probably.

“No need. Wouldn’t help anyway,” Alyssa said before he could open his mouth. Sliding her finger forward, she nudged the white feather, barely disturbing it.

Decorous’ eyes immediately focused in on the feather. He definitely could see it now, but he didn’t look concerned. Only confused. “A feather? I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

“Did Irulon’s report mention angels?”

“The… new monster species that hides from human perception?” His face remained steady, but a slight note of disbelief entered his tone. “She claimed they possessed destructive force on par with dragons.”

“Did she describe them?”

He opened his mouth only to hesitate with a glance down. “Feathered wings.”

Alyssa picked up the feather by the hollow shaft. “This wasn’t here when we started eating.”

“After knowledge of our plans? No. It left it behind,” he said slowly. “It wouldn’t leave behind such deliberately placed evidence if it were merely spying. A warning. Or a message? An omen?”

Biting her lip, Alyssa considered the same problem. If it was a message or a warning, it was probably for her. She couldn’t see why Adrael would have tried to warn Decorous. Had Alyssa not touched it, he never would have known. Then again, she didn’t know why angels did anything, especially not the one that was trying to ‘fix’ the world.

“Adjutant,” Decorous said in a raised voice. It wasn’t quite shouting, being far too… elegant for that, but it was intended for an audience outside the room.

And that audience swung open the door mere seconds after. “Sir?” a young man said as he popped in.

“Recall all guardsmen to the wall. Double the watch. I want men surrounding the city immediately, anything suspicious outside should be reported to me with all due haste. Spread the word to the Eastgate and the others.”

The adjutant didn’t need a dismissal. With a small widening of his eyes, he turned back into the adjacent room, presumably to set about with the given orders.

Alyssa didn’t think it was likely that the city would be attacked. The message was clearly for her. She just didn’t know what it meant. It couldn’t be a warning, could it? Why not just take off her head before she knew that Adrael was there? Unless it was some stupid programming that the angels had to follow. Or…

Maybe it was just a simple notice. A letter dropped by to say that Adrael had been around. If Alyssa were Adrael, she would be wanting her staff back right now.

A chill wracked her spine. “I need to leave,” she said, already halfway to the door. A spell card was in her hand. “Things I need to check on.”

“Alyssa, wait.”

“You said I would be able to leave. I have people I need to warn. If I find out anything else, I’ll send you a Message, but I will be leaving.” Her fingers brushed over the deck of spell cards she had. Would she kill him if he wouldn’t let her leave? No. Of course not. But she might have gone overboard in drawing up Spectral Chains over the past few days. With the amount she had, she could probably chain up half the city guard before she ran out.

And if he wouldn’t let her leave, she might have to do just that.

Decorous drew in a deep breath through his nose and held it. “One question: Princess Irulon’s report lacked a way to detect the presence of these angels. You clearly possess the ability to do so. How?”

“I wish I knew. But I do know a thing or two about angels. They… don’t like to get their hands dirty.” She couldn’t say that they didn’t harm humans. Not anymore. But she was somewhat positive that even Adrael would have an aversion to it. Adrael could have stopped the destruction of the outpost well before it began if she didn’t care at all. “They’ll manipulate others into doing their work for them. Look out for regular humans or monsters.”

Alyssa didn’t give him the opportunity to ask another question. She turned and fled from the room.

Decorous didn’t try to stop her. He didn’t shout out to the adjutant, who was in the middle of a Message to some other garrison of guards judging by the small bit of what she heard as she ran to the stairs. He had kept his word. She probably shouldn’t be so surprised, but something about him just made her suspect that he wasn’t on the level. Part of that might have been the redecoration of Oxart’s office.

The moment Alyssa was outside, she held up a spell card. “Message. Irulon. There might be a hostile angel inside the city. A feather just popped into being in front of me while I was talking to Decorous. I’ll fill you in later, just… try not to get stabbed in the back again.”

While running back toward the potion shop, Alyssa sent a similar Message to Kasita. As far as she knew, Adrael didn’t even know that Kasita existed. She had spent the whole time in Alyssa’s pocket during their previous encounter. Still, Alyssa wasn’t going to let her friends wander around without being at least the slightest bit aware of the danger. With Kasita’s ability to detect angels, even as difficult as it was, she might mistake Adrael for Tenebrael and try to follow or contact her.

Speaking of the dark angel… Alyssa pulled her phone out of her pocket as she ran. She probably should have called Tenebrael first, but her priority had been on her friends. Her thumb hovered over the call button, but she hesitated. Last time, Adrael had somehow blocked the calls. The blocking wound up fizzling out her phone for a minute or two, forcing it to reboot.

Alyssa switched to texting. Could Tenebrael even receive texts? She didn’t know. Maybe it wouldn’t work because of that. Maybe it would still fizzle out the same way calling did. She could always try calling afterward. For now, she slowed to a power walk, using both hands to tap out characters on the screen.

Head down, staring at the screen, Alyssa turned a corner around a building.

Adrael is ba—

She barely made it three words into her text before slamming into something. It was a hard hit, but she didn’t so much as stumble.

A little girl, half Alyssa’s height, went sprawling across the ground.

With how little force the little girl had hit Alyssa with, she almost suspected that Kasita was rubbing her elbow on the ground. But it wasn’t a form Alyssa had seen before on the mimic. Although light, the girl had been just a little too solid to really be a mimic. No. This was a human. Some kid she had just knocked to the ground.

Alyssa groaned. She didn’t have time for this. At the same time, she couldn’t just sprint off and leave her lying there. Tapping the send button—if Tenebrael couldn’t figure out the meaning of the text from what was already there… well, she would try calling later—Alyssa extended her other hand out to the girl.

“Watch it you bumbling blockhead!”

The girl shoved Alyssa’s hand away, proving that she really wasn’t a mimic in disguise. She got to her feet with the kind of enthusiasm only a child could muster, looking none the worse for the wear. Her clothes, a sort of aprony thing—she must be a servant—weren’t torn and, despite having landed on her elbow, didn’t seem to have so much as a scratch on her.

Excellent. Great. That meant that a quick, “Sorry about that,” should suffice. Stepping around the girl, Alyssa tried to leave.

A hand around her wrist stopped her short.

She turned, finding the girl staring at where her small hand grabbed onto Alyssa.

“How odd.”

Alyssa felt a chill go down her spine. There was just something about the way the girl said that under her breath that unnerved her. The girl looking up with red eyes didn’t help. On Earth, hardly anyone had red eyes. Alyssa had never met someone with them. But here, it probably wasn’t all that strange. The entire royal family seemed to have violet eyes.

In fact, now that she was looking a little closer, maybe the girl’s eyes weren’t red, but just a dark pink. Was she… related to Irulon?

Great. Fantastic, Alyssa suddenly found herself thinking all sorts of terrible things about the girl in front of her. She couldn’t help it. The last younger relative of Irulon that she had encountered turned out to be a psychopathic assassin-worshiper. One that might have tried to kill her only an hour ago. This girl could have been the one who tried to kill her an hour ago, saved only by the intervention of a hellhound.

Alyssa tugged her hand back to herself. The girl didn’t try to keep a hold of it. For a moment, Alyssa thought to turn and run. She really didn’t have time for this. The staff could be missing. Tzheitza could have been caught up in Adrael’s burglary. Tenebrael would hopefully be popping into being any second now.

But leaving would mean turning her back on a little girl who suddenly felt far more dangerous than grown men with swords.

Maybe it was her imagination. Her paranoia. She had just been attacked and there was evidence of Adrael being about, so her paranoia wasn’t unjustified.

“You… are human, right?”

Alyssa blinked twice before shaking her head. What did I do now? Everyone asks that. Realizing that the shake of her head might be taken the wrong way, she quickly nodded. “Yeah. Human. What about you?” The question was out before she could stop herself. Alyssa took a step back, worried what the physical response might be regardless of the answer.

But the girl didn’t get angry. She sighed, putting on a deep pout. “Was it that obvious? What did I do wrong?”

“Uhhh…” She was a monster? Alyssa took another step back. It didn’t seem like she was about to be attacked, but who really knew. The girl wasn’t a mimic but she was a monster that looked human enough. Would she be strong? Weak? Would a gun work?

Was their meeting a coincidence or had she planned it out? That was the biggest question.

“Well?” She shoved her hands to her hips. “How did you know? Was it something I did? Or just something you do?”

Alyssa bit her lip before deciding to answer honestly. Maybe if she played along, the little girl wouldn’t turn into a giant cockroach from outer space. She did have a Spectral Axe that would probably work, but Alyssa wasn’t about to attack without knowing that the girl really was an enemy. Alyssa might have killed people. A lot of them, even. But she wasn’t a murderer. And that, she felt, was an important distinction to make.

“Human girls around your age don’t talk like you do.”

The girl waited, but when it became apparent that Alyssa wasn’t going to say anything else, she huffed. “That’s it? I didn’t talk right?”

“If you want to blend in properly, you should go find some real human girls and just watch what they do. Especially when they interact with strangers.” Alyssa stepped back again, just in time for a black feather to drift down from above, nearly brushing against her face as it wafted past.

She glanced up, relief flooding her as she spotted Tenebrael’s fully extended wings drifting down toward her. The angel came down, landing just in front of the little girl. Alyssa was pretty sure the girl wasn’t a mimic, but she must have been able to sense something. Stiffening slightly, the girl turned and ran off.

“I searched around some. If Adrael is present in my world, she is eluding me.”

Not the best news that Alyssa had heard, but it was close. “Considering how she had been around your world for quite some time before I found her, I’d say she has some practice in dodging you.”

“True. But I don’t like it.” The glowing white in Tenebrael’s eyes shifted around a bit, looking over Alyssa. “She stole the staff back?”

“I was just about to check on that. I had to leave it behind—it is too cumbersome to carry everywhere. All I saw of her was a single feather.”

“Very well. I suppose I can stick about for the time being. Not too long from now, I was going to come pick you up anyway.”

“Your presence is appreciated. Come on. The staff is at the potion shop. Unless you want to teleport me there?”

“I could,” Tenebrael said, looking down at her black fingernails. “Breaking time and space to save you only a few minutes of walking is kind of a pain.”

“You stop time on a whim.”

“True.” She extended the hand she had been looking at, placing it on Alyssa’s shoulder.

For a moment, Alyssa thought a ring of magic lights would pop up and whisk her off. Instead, Tenebrael dragged Alyssa in close. She barely knew what was happening before she found herself whisked into the air with a beat of Tenebrael’s wings.
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                Alyssa’s breath caught in her throat. She clenched her fists around Tenebrael’s shoulders, hoping she wasn’t getting in the way of the wings. The ground disappeared from under her feet and Alyssa pinched her eyes shut. Wind dragged at her hair, pulling it back. Her shirt, a regular cotton tee, whipped about in the sudden gust.

It was all Alyssa could do to hold on for dear life. The logical part of her mind said that Tenebrael couldn’t hurt her. Even if she could, she probably wouldn’t. But the more primal fear in her mind welled up, screaming out that humans were not meant to be so high.

Peeking an eye open just made Alyssa want to punch the angel. Not while they were flying, of course. But when they landed? “You flew past the potion shop you stupid angel!” The wind tore her words away, but Tenebrael still heard them loud and clear.

“Sorry,” Tenebrael said, voice unaffected by the wind in the slightest, “bit distracted!”

Hearing her admit that just about made Alyssa vomit. “Don’t be distracted while carrying me!”

“Mhmm.”

“Mhmm? Mhmm! We’re on the wrong side of the palace! What could you possibly be distracted with?”

“Oh, nothing you need to worry your little mortal head over.” As she spoke, Tenebrael banked sharply, turning to sweep wide around the palace.

Alyssa sucked in a breath and promptly slammed her eyes shut. She could feel their sharp descent. That was beyond enough. She didn’t need to see it too. If she did throw up all over Tenebrael, it would serve the stupid angel right. Of course, it probably wouldn’t do anything besides slide off and leave Tenebrael looking as pristine as ever.

The wind, thankfully, died down. Her hair still felt like it was pushed sideways, but if it was, it wasn’t the wind holding it up. It was hard to tell if they were moving or not, though. Her arms, tight with tension around Tenebrael, still managed to tremble. That small sensation made her feel like she was still moving. Like getting off a roller coaster and still feeling the vibrations up her legs.

“You can let go now.”

Blinking her eyes open, Alyssa found herself in front of Tzheitza’s shop. On ground level. Tenebrael still held her aloft, but that was mostly because of how Alyssa had a hold of her. Slowly, carefully, Alyssa put her feet to the ground, making sure it was really there before actually putting her weight on the ground.

“What the hell did you do that for?”

“Honestly? It was probably faster this way.”

“Yeah, but… at least warn me next time,” Alyssa said, leaning against the door frame. She took a moment to catch her breath. There was a reason she had never tried any flying magic on herself. Flying off uncontrollably into the sun was just one of many possible problems she could have. Tenebrael’s quick tour certainly hadn’t helped to encourage her. The fact that she had seen literally zero other people flying about gave her some reassurance that people just weren’t meant to fly like that.

Even though her heart still raced, Alyssa turned away to peer into the shop. The backroom door was open and light was coming out. Tzheitza must have returned. The place wasn’t on fire. Even the jars weren’t disturbed. It looked like Tzheitza missed out on any danger imparted by an angel in the city.

Lucky her, Alyssa thought with a mild glare at the angel… who was phasing through the door. Alyssa followed after her. The staff needed checking. And Tzheitza too, even if it looked like nothing had gone wrong.

Both Alyssa and Tenebrael went right into the back room. Tzheitza was in the same spot she tended to be in as of late. Once again, she was dressed up in the protective clothing and playing with bottles of red liquid that Alyssa definitely wanted far away from her. Tzheitza didn’t even look up from the black droplet falling into the larger flask.

“Is that… mine?”

Tenebrael stopped just behind Tzheitza. Her eyes were locked on the potion vials as well, staring even more intently than Tzheitza was.

“Yeah,” Alyssa said slowly before trying to shift the word into the start of a question for Tzheitza. “Did anything strange happen since you got back?”

Tzheitza did not respond right away. She put a cap on the flask of red and started gently swirling it around. The liquid inside darkened, first turning a deeper red before becoming so dark that it might as well have been tar. Alyssa wouldn’t say that it sucked in light. Not like that potion she had pulled out upon seeing the gaunt. It did get pretty close.

Apparently finding something wrong with it, Tzheitza scowled and placed it up on the shelf with all the other flasks. She penned a few words in a small notebook on the workbench. Only when she finished did she finally turn to face Alyssa.

“Strange?” she asked. “How strange? Strange like comin’ home and finding a haberin hound sleeping at my fire pit?”

“H-Hound?” Alyssa whipped her head over to the fireplace. How did I miss that! A ball of black fur sat curled up between the two chairs that she and Tzheitza often sat in. Two empty taco wrappers, the last of Alyssa’s modern food, were scrunched up next to her. The food didn’t matter to her so much. Not with Tenebrael hovering just to the side. The angel was staring at the flasks on the shelf, but that didn’t concern Alyssa either. “Why is Fela here?”

Tzheitza just raised her scarred eyebrow.

Alyssa flushed, feeling silly for even asking. Of course Fela had followed her scent. Just like she had done to find the cave. And she got into the room and into the food. What a menace. “You’re right,” Alyssa said, shaking her head. “But hold that thought. I need to check on something really quick.”

Crossing the room in only a few large steps, Alyssa opened her already ajar door. She didn’t need to go in any further. The staff was right where she had left it, leaning against the wall behind the bed.

So Adrael hadn’t come for it. And she hadn’t come to attack Alyssa. Unless she was out attacking Irulon at the moment, what had she even come for? Why leave the feather?

Alyssa sighed as she turned back to the room. She wanted to ask Tenebrael, but couldn’t do so easily while Tzheitza was watching. Or… Maybe she could.

The angel had her back turned to Alyssa, still focusing on the flasks on the shelf. She wasn’t touching them, but she did have a hand out toward one. Glowing Enochian script floated around her hand. It looked familiar. The same sort of thing that she had done when Alyssa had first used Spectral Chains to stop her and Iosefael’s fighting.

Alyssa didn’t even ask. She walked up and buried her hands in Tenebrael’s wings. For a moment, she almost forgot what she had been doing and just indulged in the sensations. The feathers were so soft. Like rubbing the belly fur on a particularly poofy cat. Or a bird, she supposed. But she didn’t forget completely. With a firm tug, several of the feathers came loose.

Tenebrael made a particularly undignified squeak, whipping around with an unhappy glare already on her face.

“What was that for?”

Not bothering to respond, she held out the feathers, maybe another dozen of them, to Tzheitza.

She didn’t take them right away, staring between them and Tenebrael. Or rather, she stared through Tenebrael. Her eyes didn’t manage to focus on anything. “It’s here, isn’t it?” she said, barely above a whisper. “Yer monster.”

“Yeah. She is. And she has graciously consented to giving you another sampling of her feathers.”

“I what?”

Tzheitza eyed the empty spot again, curling her lip. “Tell it thanks, I guess.”

“She can hear you.”

“How many of them are yeh gonna bring around anyhow?” Tzheitza grumbled, removing her gloves before taking the feathers. She treated them far more carefully than Alyssa had. Her touch was tender, like the feathers were made from the most fragile glass. One by one, she laid them out on her workbench, inspecting each for a moment before moving on to the next. As she worked, she talked. “At least this one is all nosee and the mimic can disappear. If some hubbard comes and spots that hound, I am gonna be the one meeting with the captain. And it won’t be as nice as yer meeting.”

“Yeah. Sorry about that.” Turning to Tenebrael, Alyssa put a hand to her hip. “Can’t you do something?”

“I told yeh back in the field—” Tzheitza started.

“Not you. Her,” Alyssa said, pointing to what Tzheitza would see as empty space.

Tenebrael blinked twice. She didn’t answer right away, looking astonished. After another set of blinks, she pointed back to Alyssa. “You stole my feathers.”

“It’s for a good cause, or so I’m told.”

“You didn’t even keep them for yourself. You gave them to some random mortal.”

Is it just me or does she sound hurt about that. “Tzheitza isn’t random. She’s working on a cure for demon plague.”

“Demon plague? What…” Her eyes widened as she looked back to the flasks. “Oh. That demon plague. He isn’t going to be happy about this.”

Alyssa just shook her head. “Well he should have thought of that before he started all this nonsense. I care about helping humans.” Glancing behind Tenebrael to Fela, she quickly amended her statement. “I care about helping mortals. If your elder sibling is going to run around committing biological warfare, it’s obvious people are going to fight against it. Whatever happened to good old temptations? Shouldn’t he be offering apples, not diseases?”

“What do you think the plague is? It is one gigantic temptation. All the power a human could ever wish for if they just dismiss me and take him into their hearts. The only reason why this world isn’t overrun by demons is because of how prolific my name is.”

That got a scoff from Alyssa. “We didn’t have the plague back home. I don’t think anyway. I’m sure I would have noticed people turning into literal demons. So I’m betting that the fact this plague exists at all is somehow your fault.”

Tzheitza stopped her inspection of the feathers, looking over her shoulder with narrowed eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Just baseless conjecture,” Alyssa said with a sigh. She didn’t want Tzheitza to stop working on her potions just because she thought Tenebrael was a demon. That would be extremely counterproductive. “Her brother… uh… step-brother is… the leader of the Underworld?” Alyssa sounded far more uncertain than she would have liked. And it wasn’t just because she was trying to hide Tenebrael’s name. She didn’t know how the Underworld worked. She didn’t even know how angels and demons worked. She hadn’t even seen the stupid plague aside from minor evidence that such a thing existed. Tenebrael had sent over that dossier on angels and Alyssa was still trying to filter out the useful information. Said information had not included anything on demons.

So she ended with a weak, “She’s trying to stop him from causing more harm.”

Something she said must have worked because Tzheitza’s eyes softened. She simply nodded her head and went back to the feathers. It was strange… or was it? Tzheitza had tried to stab Kasita several times when she first showed up. But now she apparently left an entirely vulnerable Fela to enjoy the crackling fire in her sleep. Maybe she was getting used to monsters a bit. That would be nice.

“Your conjecture might not be wholly baseless,” Tenebrael said, spoiling Alyssa’s good mood. “I may have gone to brother dearest in the earlier days when I was first attempting to break away from the book’s predictions.” She shifted back and forth, looking uncharacteristically nervous. “It might be partially thanks to him that monsters continue to exist when they all should have been wiped out in the First City’s downfall. He might have requested one tiny favor of me.”

“I thought you said never to make a deal with… A favor? Wait,” Alyssa said as she folded her arms over her chest. “Don’t tell me. I can guess. Her. Who is Her?” Alyssa glanced between both Tenebrael and Tzheitza. Tzheitza had been the one to initially mention a creature by the name of Her, but Tenebrael would probably know far better.

“A monster lord,” Tzheitza said.

At the same time, Tenebrael said something different. “A representative. In his words. It was the favor my brother wanted. Between you and me, I think he is representing himself.”

“You don’t know?” That seemed like something Alyssa would find out as soon as possible.

“I keep far away unless I absolutely cannot help it. And I’ve never been unable to help it.”

Alyssa put a hand to her brow and shook her head. How… irresponsible. But that was just Tenebrael’s natural state of being, she supposed. Being responsible would probably mean following the plan and the will of the books. If Tenebrael did that, Alyssa would surely have died already. “Could you go check on Irulon?” Alyssa eventually asked. “She hasn’t messaged me back after I warned her that Adrael might be around.”

“You know, I have people praying to me hourly who make less requests than you do.”

Answering prayers breeds dependency, Alyssa thought with a grimace. She didn’t get a chance to respond. Tenebrael exploded into feathers, hopefully off to check on Irulon. Spotting a few of the feathers near her, Alyssa plucked them out of the air and added them to Tzheitza’s small pile.

“She hopes they help,” Alyssa lied without remorse as Tzheitza started inspecting the new additions.

“These’ll tide me over for a while. Helpful these may be, I’d wish yeh’d stop bringing monsters into my shop.”

“Yeah…” Fela was going to be a problem for Tzheitza. Especially if Decorous decided to send guards over to search her potion laboratory for Alyssa. “I wonder if I could get her to the palace. Let Irulon keep her there for a while. And I bet if Fela were living in the palace, it wouldn’t be much trouble to get more… uh… fire tear potion things.”

“Guards will attack yeh on sight.”

“I figured. But if I can get Irulon to escort me, maybe it won’t be so bad?”

Tzheitza paused her feather inspection to look over at Alyssa. “Yeh were ridin’ around the Black Prince’s draken, hmm? Bringing them here and scaring off all my customers.”

“Ah. Sorry. Is that why we haven’t had many customers as of late?”

“The Black Prince has a history with monsters. Get him to take yer pet to the palace. Less chance of bonzer bodinkum.”

For a while there, Alyssa thought Tzheitza was fine with speaking plain English. Now she just had to shake her head and ask, “Less chance of what?”

Tzheitza didn’t respond immediately. At least not with words. She did grunt, frowning at one of the feathers before setting it aside. Alyssa leaned in a little closer but couldn’t spot anything that might set it apart from the others. It was black and feathery. Just like the rest.

“There are rumors that the Princess isn’t who she says she is. Better to get the Black Prince to escort yer pet than risk accidental aeration.”

“That… would be Kasita’s fault. Partially. The other part is probably me. Though Irulon’s clones helped out.” Alyssa well knew that people like Decorous would probably be wary of Irulon for the time being. But Tzheitza had heard rumors too? “How did you hear that rumor? Does the entire city know? Or did you ask some contacts of yours in the city guard?”

“Guilden know. Wakamas ‘see. Prolly ev’ne with the way those jammerjaws.”

Is it me, or is she getting worse. Maybe she was just that into the feathers that she couldn’t spare the brain power for proper speech. She set a second one to the side. Again, Alyssa couldn’t spot a difference between it and the others. Maybe it was slightly longer? That could easily be a trick of the light.

Shaking her head, Alyssa left Tzheitza to her work. If she couldn’t understand her, there wasn’t much point in carrying on a conversation. She could always ask later, after Tzheitza had some time to calm down. Still, she was right. The gate guards had definitely not been all that friendly toward Irulon when she and Irulon approached them the other night. They hadn’t outright attacked, not even after Irulon threatened them, but they might decide to do so easily enough if they saw her walking around with a hellhound.

Dropping into what had become her seat by the fire pit, Alyssa frowned down at Fela. The hellhound was splayed out without a care in the world, absolutely unconcerned with being in the middle of a human city, in the middle of a human potion shop. She must have slipped by the guards on the wall during all the confusion. Had she found the Taker? Or Octavia? Or that other little girl…

For a moment, Alyssa considered taking off her boots and using Fela as a footrest. Despite being able to block blades, Fela’s fur was soft. But… she had work to do.

“Message. Brakkt. Hello, it’s Alyssa. I’m at Tzheitza’s potion shop and we have a bit of a furry problem. Nothing dangerous… to us, at least. But I was wondering if you might help escort a hellhound to the palace. I’m sure Irulon would care for her after that. I also wanted to ask you a few things about your draken, but I honestly don’t know how long Messages can be. For all I know, this is all being cut off. So I’d prefer to talk in person, if possible. If you aren’t too busy, that is.”

Alyssa stopped, not quite sure what else to say. She didn’t know Brakkt all that well. If Message hadn’t been cutting off her words, it probably would have stopped when she stopped. Even if she thought up another question to ask or something to tell him, she would have to use another spell card. She had drawn up a lot of Message cards as it was a very useful spell, so she could always send a second one.

A light pressure in the back of her mind told her that she had a response. Or maybe it was Irulon? Either way, relaxing slightly let it through.

~Understood,~ she heard Brakkt’s voice say in the back of her mind. ~Will it become a problem if I wait for the morning after tomorrow? I will confer with my sister during the day. She is asleep at the moment and I do not wish to make an attempt at waking her. After, I have some business to take care of and won’t be free until after the following day.~

“Message. Brakkt. I don’t think it will be a problem if you wait a day. And I completely understand about not wanting to wake Irulon.” The girl was a nightmare to rouse. And, if she was truly asleep, that might explain her lack of response to Alyssa’s earlier Message. As long as she was safe, it was fine, but it did make Alyssa wonder if there wasn’t some long range Alarm spell that might be able to wake someone like Irulon if there was an emergency.

A few moments passed without response. Since he had clearly gotten her first Message, she assumed that he got her second and simply didn’t wish to waste his own spell cards with what would probably be a one-word acknowledgment.

Boots still on, Alyssa started nudging Fela. In complete contrast to Irulon, the hound’s eyes snapped open almost instantly. Fire poured from the corners of her red eyes as they darted around. Even through the thick soles of her boots, she could feel Fela’s muscles tense up. This whole world was really putting Alyssa’s exercise routines to shame.

Fela calmed down after a moment of observing. She rolled over on her stomach in order to face Alyssa, crushing some taco wrappers, but didn’t bother to actually get up.

“So you decided to come here, huh?”

“I was still hungry.”

“And now what is your plan? The guards are on full alert, watching the walls. Slipping by is going to be tough.”

“Then—” she interrupted herself with a long yawn. “Then I’ll stay here,” she said, stretching out.

Alyssa crossed her arms. Despite being called a hound, she reminded Alyssa more of a cat than a dog. “Uh huh. Maybe for a day, but you’re going to cause too much trouble for Tzheitza if you stay here. How about the palace? I bet they have lots of good food there. And Irulon…” Might want you as a pet? “Would be happy to see you again.”

“Where are the draken you were riding?”

“At the palace.”

Fela hummed. Or purred? Growled? It was hard to tell. It was a pleased noise, so not an angry growl. “Maybe I will go there.”

“Irulon’s brother will probably come here to escort you so that the guards don’t attack. Stay here for a day or two, please. And don’t get yourself seen by any humans who aren’t me or Tzheitza.”

The flames at the corners of Fela’s eyes were small. Larger than a candle’s flame, but nothing like the foot-long trails of orange that they normally were. Was she about to fall asleep again?

Before she could, Alyssa asked, “Did you find whoever threw the knife?”

Her fire grew a bit, not quite to its usual length, but enough to be noticeable. “I smelled them and chased, but then the smell just disappeared. I was going to try to follow the other end of their smell, but you stopped me with your spell in my head. I decided to come here instead.”

Recall? Alyssa thought. It was the only real teleportation spell that she knew of. There could be others, or it could have been something else entirely. Disguise Scent? That could be a spell for all she knew. But the only things that she knew existed that would make a smell disappear were teleportation spells.

“Would you remember the smell if you smelled it again, even after a long while?”

“Of course,” she said, mildly affronted that Alyssa had doubted her abilities.

“I might ask you to help me with that.” Alyssa didn’t want to seek out trouble, but if assassins were seeking her out, it stood to reason that a proactive approach was for the best.

In other words, she was going to tear out their souls with Spectral Axe and feed them to a dark angel. And she wasn’t going to lose sleep over it.

“Speak of the devil,” she mumbled as black feathers started popping into existence around the room.

“Speak of the angel!” Tenebrael corrected. She was seated in her narrow-backed throne. Both Tenebrael and the throne had materialized between the two far more regular chairs next to the fireplace. “I found Irulon. She was sleeping. No sign of an angel and no word of her upcoming demise in the book, so you can relax for a while.”

“Good.” Brakkt had already mentioned that to her, but she was going to be thankful that Tenebrael would help her out with little things like that.

“So. You ready to go?”

“Go? To Earth?”

“It is a bit early for our little… event. But I did promise lessons. An angel cannot lie.”

Deciding not to comment on impossibilities that may or may not be possible in reality, Alyssa jumped to her feet. Fela’s candle-sized flames flared with the sudden movement. Alyssa didn’t care. The hellhound could, and probably would, sleep whenever she wanted.

Lessons! The only thing holding Alyssa back from instantly agreeing was the fact that Kasita still wasn’t here. She had wanted to go to Earth again. But… Alyssa didn’t know how long that would be. And Kasita did not have any Message cards to the best of Alyssa’s knowledge. “Give me… five minutes,” Alyssa said. She was going to send a quick Message to Kasita. And if the mimic didn’t appear before then… Well, she didn’t want to keep Tenebrael waiting.
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                “My head is going to explode.”

Kasita hadn’t made it in time. A terrible misfortune. Maybe she could have made sense of something. Alyssa sure wasn’t getting anywhere. She had a notebook out in front of her, but the page was blank. It was supposed to be notes of her lesson with Tenebrael. Tenebrael was teaching her… something. Alyssa just didn’t know how to write it down.

If she had her phone, maybe that would have helped. But Tenebrael had taken that upon their arrival.

They had appeared on Earth in a classroom. Middle school or high school, Alyssa wasn’t sure which. It had all the usual classroom items. Desks, both many for the students and one for the teacher, a projector, a whiteboard, a television hung in one corner, decorations on the walls related to numbers and mathematics, and a flag indicated that this classroom was indeed in America. There were no children or teachers to be seen. At least not inside the class. People were around. It was daytime, roughly noon. Bells rang periodically and the stampede of feet could be heard through the door. But nobody came into this room. Either this classroom was so unused that nobody had noticed her presence in the hour she had been frustrated by Tenebrael’s teaching or Tenebrael had done something to make everyone ignore the room.

It wasn’t the only thing the stupid angel had done to the room.

When Tenebrael had first picked up a black marker from the assortment of colored pens on the whiteboard’s tray, Alyssa had been ready with her own pen on her notepad. Her plan had been to copy everything. If she couldn’t parse it, then perhaps Irulon could make heads or tails of the information.

That plan had died before Tenebrael had lifted the marker’s tip from the board.

Alyssa chanced another glance at the board. Immediately, she felt dizzy. Nauseous. A swell of vertigo forced her to turn away. She didn’t know where to begin copying down what Tenebrael had drawn. Or maybe when to begin, because if that flat and perfectly normal board had only three dimensions, it might have been possible to parse.

“Now pay attention, this is the important bit,” Tenebrael said, lifting the marker. She swiped her arm from left to right.

The line she drew split off in six or fifteen different directions. Trying to count exactly how many made the number change every time she looked at it. One of those splits had already been there before she drew her line. Except it hadn’t. Alyssa was quite sure of that… mostly. She couldn’t actually remember a time when the mark on the board hadn’t existed, except it had to have not existed at some point in time because the board had been completely blank when she had first arrived.

Unless it hadn’t been blank…

Alyssa picked up her pen and flung it at Tenebrael.

It bounced harmlessly off the back of the angel’s head, though it did get her to turn around. “If you’re not going to take this seriously, I do have other things I could be doing.”

“Take it seriously?” Alyssa slammed her hands onto her desk. She had selected one of the ones right up at the front of the classroom so it wasn’t far to march right up next to Tenebrael. The board stayed right where it was, but the… she hesitated to call it text, but… whatever it was, it shifted and moved as if she were looking at it through a kaleidoscope. “How the hell am I supposed to take this seriously?”

Alyssa slapped her hand against the board as she reached it.

The board wasn’t where she expected it to be.

Her hand carried on into the space. Mid-stride and lacking the expected resistance of a wall, Alyssa lost her balance. She teetered and started falling into the board. It would have swallowed her had Tenebrael not put a hand on her shoulder. All of a sudden, she was back to standing right in front of the angel. Her hand was pressed flat against the smooth surface of the whiteboard.

“This…” Alyssa paused, sucking in a breath. It felt like it had been a while since she last breathed. “This is the kind of thing Lovecraft had nightmares about.”

“What? Math homework?”

Alyssa shuddered. “Is this really the simplest thing you could start with?”

“No.”

“No? Then what—”

“To give you a taste,” Tenebrael said, picking up the eraser. “And maybe to warn you off a bit. As I said before, what we’re getting into requires mathematics beyond what Earth’s most brilliant geniuses could dream of.” She swiped off half the board in a single stroke despite its size as a regular eraser. A few quick flurries of her hand cleared out the remainder of marks.

Alyssa gave the smooth face an experimental tap of her finger and found it to be perfectly normal. The eraser had left the surface clean enough to be used as a mirror. No trace of the reality bending geometries remained. Had that really only been a simple marker on a whiteboard? Tenebrael hadn’t cast any spells, Alyssa had been watching intently, but it still seemed… impossible.

With a shudder at the memory, Alyssa turned to the angel. “So, I assume you’re actually going to start with something else?”

“Indeed. We are going to start with drawing out your soul to cast the simplest spell in existence. Light. Though I don’t know if we’ll actually get to the casting today. Depends on how things go.”

Nodding before Tenebrael’s words were fully processed made Alyssa jerk. “Draw out my soul? That sounds a bit dangerous.” Considering Spectral Axe latched onto the soul and tore it from a body, drawing out a soul seemed an awful lot like it would be deadly.

“No one said this would be easy, but you’re going to need something a little more than a simple piece of paper and a prayer to yours truly if you want to try your hand at true miracles.”

Maybe she was trying to procrastinate a smidgen, but Alyssa had to ask. “Yours truly? I haven’t heard anyone pray to you when casting a spell. And I bet that the Society of the Burning Shadow would rather kill themselves before they pray to you.”

Tenebrael didn’t answer. She swapped the eraser for the black marker and put the felt tip to the board. Alyssa turned away immediately. The last thing Tenebrael had drawn had been bad enough. Risking insanity by watching her draw wouldn’t help anyone.

But she did chance a look after a few moments of Tenebrael drawing. Just a quick glance. Enough to tell if she was going to get a headache. To her surprise, she didn’t. In fact, the marks on the board were perfectly normal. Well, mostly normal. There weren’t any dimensional shenanigans, but it wasn’t in English.

It was Enochian. A familiar symbol. As with literally every other bit of Enochian that Alyssa had seen, she didn’t know what it meant, but she had drawn it at least a hundred times in the past week. It was a very common component of spell cards.

Two stars, one smaller than the other and set inside it, shared a corner. But they were half hidden by a crescent moon. Three five-pronged W-esque symbols jutted out on long spines. Three symbols floated between spines. One looked like a stylized number three, one almost an infinity symbol, and the last… like a tree branch and fish mated and had their baby nursed by a lightning bolt.

“Enochian,” Tenebrael said. “The building blocks of creation. Essentially, if you can describe it perfectly, you can create it. Enochian does that, if you’re learned enough in how to use it. We angels… don’t. Not fully, anyway. It has been something I’ve been studying, but, to me, Enochian’s depths look roughly how I imagine my little mathematics tutorial looked to you.”

Alyssa shuddered, but nodded… hesitantly. “If this is so complicated that not even you can understand it, why does it look, uh, normal? I mean, I’d never seen the shape before coming to Nod, but there isn’t anything too complex about it. People on Earth might have accidentally drawn it over the course of human history. It certainly doesn’t warp the whiteboard into a twisted mockery of Euclidean space.”

“Excellent observation, Alyssa! I knew you could be a good student if you put your mind to it.”

“You don’t need to pat me on my head,” Alyssa said, swiping the angel’s hand away with a roll of her eyes.

“I told you before that a single character of Enochian contains enough information to fill a few textbooks’ worth of pages were it written in English. Well how am I supposed to fit even one book into that little character?” She shook her head, shrugging with her palms facing upward. “The fact is, I can’t. This is… Think of it like Simplified Chinese. There is significant detail loss in the character, but it is a version of Enochian that can be written by mortals like you.”

Alyssa did not miss the emphasis. “Written? But not read?”

“It still conveys a significant amount of information. The back-of-the-book blurb for this one is that this particular symbol beseeches me. It requests my intervention on behalf of the arcanist. That our wills be one, enacting my wrath upon any who dare stand against my subjects. They borrow from my Authority, using me as a link to the Throne to do… whatever the rest of their spell card requests. I have a sort of carte blanche to everyone on my world so that I don’t have to manage it much.”

Irresponsible, was Alyssa’s first thought. Letting people have unrestricted access to do whatever magic they wanted was just asking for trouble. It was too strong. Too powerful. Some of it was fine. Lower ranked spells might even be necessary to life on the planet since the people hadn’t discovered how to create fire without magical assistance. But higher spells? Fractal magic? Time magic? Like letting everyone in the world have access to a big red nuke launching button, it just wasn’t something that should be done.

But irresponsible might as well be Tenebrael’s middle name. She really didn’t care about the people on her world. The only reason she cared about Alyssa was because of that strange ability she had to break rules. If Alyssa hadn’t seen Tenebrael the night of her supposed murder, she might have ended up invisible, inconsequential, Miss Cellophane to the angel.

As she thought about it a bit more, she couldn’t help but chuckle. “So you’re saying that… Every time someone casts a spell, they’re basically praying to you to come save them?”

“More or less.”

“I wonder how the Society of the Burning Shadow would feel about that one,” she said with a laugh. Though her laugh died down as she considered what Tenebrael said just a little further. “Can’t you just revoke their spell casting privileges?”

Tenebrael shifted, looking a little less pleased with the question than Alyssa would have expected. “Technically… nobody is supposed to be able to cast magic, as I’m sure you’re aware. Magic should have ended along with the Age of Legends. That anyone can cast it is a result of the agreement with my brother.”

“The devil,” Alyssa said, voice flat.

“I wouldn’t call him that, but he has many names. We worked together to create the current system and changing it is not really all that easy. Or possible. Not without his help and no thank you to that.”

“You know? For warning me off interacting with demons, you sure didn’t follow your own advice.”

“Call it… speaking from experience.”

“Uh huh.” Despite her dismissal, Alyssa didn’t have any desire to meet a demon. Perhaps that warning feeling in the back of her mind was from growing up in a predominately Christian country. She wasn’t that religious. Or… she hadn’t been before meeting Tenebrael. After meeting her, it was a bit difficult to consider the angel worthy of worship or exaltation. Still, the aversion to the idea of demons probably came from cultural osmosis.

“Before we finish for the day, as I said, I want to try drawing out your soul in an attempt to have you access the Throne through me.”

“I’d rather take my time with something like that, if that’s alright with you,” Alyssa said with only a hint of nervousness. Tenebrael probably knew what she was doing. And, without Alyssa, Tenebrael wouldn’t be able to kill the people that needed to die on Earth. So she wouldn’t do anything that might risk that at least until the last guy had died.

Alyssa hadn’t given them too much thought. She was somewhat hoping that Chris might be able to better acclimatize them to the new world, at least a little. Dumping them on him might not be entirely fair, though she was hoping that their shared experience of being on Earth might give them some commonalities that they could use to become acquaintances. From her brief conversation with him, Chris hadn’t really seen her as a proper Earthling—though that phrase made her sound like they were aliens—but as someone who… well… had left him in a strange place and abandoned him.

She needed to check in with him when she got back. Just to make sure that he had found something he could do.

For that matter, she hadn’t even asked Tenebrael about either of the other victims of her would-be murderer. What skills did they have? Were they also homeless, down on their luck? What if one was a child? Even if it was a fake body with the soul of a Society member shoved inside, shooting it would be… difficult.

Opening her mouth to ask about the upcoming… targets, Alyssa looked to Tenebrael and met the angel’s eyes. But she hesitated. There was something there. A shadow of a frown on the angel’s face.

“Do you trust me?” Tenebrael asked, hands on the hips of her black dress.

“I…” Alyssa blinked. “What?”

The shadow vanished, replaced by what had cast it: a mournful pout. “Your hesitation does not do you credit, Alyssa Meadows.”

“I don’t know what you want me to say to that.”

“A ‘yes’ would be the ideal answer, I think.”

“That’s probably not going to be the answer you get.” Tenebrael certainly wasn’t going to kill her or harm her. Not now. Maybe not ever. But Alyssa just couldn’t shake the feeling that, if it served Tenebrael’s purposes of destroying the books and their system, she would find herself left to rot in the deepest pit imaginable. If not killed outright. Tenebrael had said that she wanted to find out how Adrael had harmed Irulon. Alyssa wasn’t sure she wanted to know what the status of that project was.

Tenebrael didn’t look happy with Alyssa’s response. Like she had expected Alyssa to answer in the affirmative without question. “This might be a bit difficult to ask of you, in that case, but please comply. Hold out your arm.”

“Is that it? With all that talk of trust, you had me nervous.” Though she tried to play it off as a joke, Alyssa’s arm remained firmly at her side. Obviously, Tenebrael wasn’t just going to have her hold out her hand. She was going to do something. Probably to Alyssa.

“I’m going to draw out your soul,” Tenebrael said again, confirming Alyssa’s suspicions. “Then, if that is successful, I’m going to try connecting with your soul.”

Alyssa stepped away, crossing her arms as she moved to lean on the desk she had been using. The action didn’t seem to please Tenebrael much. Alyssa found it hard to care. “I think I’d like to know more before we commit to anything.”

“Explaining fully would take time and knowledge that we don’t have. But… Most miracles that you might have heard of were cast by angels in lieu of a human doing the work. Sometimes, that just isn’t possible. The book would require that the human cast the spell on their own. Which is obviously impossible on a world like Earth where magic hasn’t been delineated to the degree that it has on my world.

“So in those cases where a human might need to, say, heal someone, the human needed the ability to cast the spell on their own without an angel doing it for them. These humans would be connected to a Guardian. They did that by having their soul drawn out and attached to their angel. They were few and far between. Very rare. Several people died unexpectedly, requiring the Throne to alter the plan a bit.”

“You are not reassuring me in the slightest.”

“I am telling you the truth, as you asked for it,” Tenebrael said with a shrug. “I am not telling lies, even by omission. However, if anyone can do it, it would be you, Alyssa Meadows. None of those people could see angels naturally. If they saw an angel at all, it would have been because the angel had been directed to create an illusion that the mortals could see. Many mortals didn’t even realize what had been done.”

“And this will let me cast spells like you do?”

“Not precisely, no. For as much as angels know of Enochian, we are but ants in comparison to the Throne. We connect to the Throne and lean on it heavily while casting spells in much the same way that a mortal will connect to an angel. One day, if this all succeeds, I’d like to try connecting you directly to the Throne. But no mortal has ever done that before. Which is why we’re starting with this. Something mortals have done in the past, even if it has been relatively rare.”

Alyssa fell silent in thought. Her first instinct was to deny the opportunity. In the whole history of humans on Earth, she was to embark on something only a few had ever done. Probably less than ten by the sound of things. And several people had apparently died in the attempt. That felt far too risky. At the same time, she had a niggling sensation that, if she didn’t agree, she might never be able to return home again. Maybe Irulon could find a way. Alyssa wouldn’t even give her bad odds of finding a spell to get to Earth.

The real problem was Tenebrael. As long as that angel was standing vigil over the barrier between worlds, to use a metaphorical term, Irulon would likely be blocked completely. Even if Irulon’s spell worked, Tenebrael would pop up to take everyone back to Nod instantly.

And if she didn’t, then they ran the risk of attracting other angelic attention. Although she had survived it, her encounter with Adrael had been unpleasant to say the least. And Adrael was only an Archangel. If Seraphim did show up, she wasn’t sure that human magic would help at all. Not to mention the fact that no one else would be able to help her. No one else could see angels. Just Alyssa.

While she relied on others for day-to-day matters, Alyssa would always have to rely on herself and only herself when it came to angels.

With that in mind, how could she possibly shoot this opportunity down?

Hesitantly, Alyssa held out her hand. She took a deep breath and locked eyes with Tenebrael. “Do it.”
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                Alyssa… wasn’t quite certain what was going on.

She could remember her last thoughts well enough. She had held out her hand for Tenebrael, accepting the angel’s offer of more power. Which sounded terrible when phrased like that. Like she was some kind of children’s super villain. But it was all for a good reason. Which was also a super villainy thing to say.

“Focus on what you’re feeling. Try to seek me out. It will help.” Tenebrael had said that. Alyssa distinctly remembered her melodious voice turning deadly serious.

But… what am I feeling?

The classroom was gone. Along with it went the desks, the posters, the whiteboard, and the rest of the school. The physical objects weren’t all that had gone. As far as Alyssa could tell, everything else had disappeared as well. Even that slight crick in her neck from sleeping on Tzheitza’s clean yet lumpy bedding wasn’t bothering her at the moment. Nothing bothered her. All her woes and thoughts just seemed so insignificant. Worries that kept her up at nights fleeted into the aether. The Taker? Meh. Octavia? Eh. Kasita? Irulon? Plagues? Why bother?

Alyssa drifted aimlessly. Or… maybe she didn’t. Her thoughts drifted. She had those for sure. But her body? Something told her that she should be alarmed that it appeared to be missing at the moment. “Body?” she called out without a mouth. “Where did you go?”

“Focus, Alyssa Meadows,” her body answered? “This is harder than I thought it would be. Because I’m a Dominion? Hmmm.”

The voice resounded everywhere and nowhere all at once. The last bit was quieter. Almost like her body was talking to herself. A silly thought, but it was true. Alyssa looked around for the source, but it was hard to look around without a head. Not to mention her lack of eyes. Still, she felt a slight pull to her… left? Directions were hard with no point of reference.

For a few minutes, Alyssa did nothing but stare in the direction of the pull. For as much as she could stare, anyway. It really wasn’t any of her business. If her body wanted to be all the way over… wherever she was, that was her body’s business. But wasn’t her body’s business also hers?

Even if it was, Alyssa just about let it slide. What did she need a body for anyway?

But there was an irritating scratch buried deep beneath all the apathy. Tenebrael had said to focus on her feelings and irritation was definitely a feeling. But what was she irritated about? Alyssa had to sit and ponder. It wasn’t her body. Even now, she couldn’t bring herself to care about her. It was her. The real her. Alyssa. How she was acting.

Alyssa hated sitting still. In a metaphorical way. She didn’t mind sitting. It was a lack of progress that she loathed. She needed to be doing something. To accomplish something. To set goals for herself and enact steps that would lead to those goals coming ever closer into her grasp. Here and now, listlessly drifting through a sea of vacant void, she was accomplishing nothing.

She started drifting toward her body. Her body did not matter in and of herself. She was just the impetus required to get her moving. The complete lack of anything else in her surroundings to focus on didn’t help. Her body was the only thing she thought she could reach in this place.

Whatever this place was.

It was hard to tell if she was actually moving. There were no landmarks. No frames of reference. She had no feelings or sensations. She couldn’t even tell if she was getting closer to her body. Maybe if she called out again. It had worked the first time.

“Body?” she said. “I’m coming for you.”

Alyssa waited, listening for a response. The first time, a response had come almost instantly. Now? Like everything else, time didn’t exist, but it still took time for her to hear anything.

“I don’t think I’ve ever been unnerved before,” her body said with no small tone of trepidation in her voice. “But I guess there is a first time for everything.”

The voice was closer. So close she could almost reach it.

If only she had hands.

Undeterred, Alyssa stretched herself. All she had to do was touch her body. Then she would have accomplished her goal. After that, maybe a break was in order. A long rest before she found something else to do. But until she touched her body, she couldn’t go back to her aimless drifting. So she stretched.

“Ah. Good. You’ve got it. Just a little…”

It was so close. Alyssa could almost touch it. Just a little…

“There! Reconfiguring soul matrices. Granting access to Throne Miracle Engine class Saint through proxy Dominion Tenebrael. Credentials authenticated and confirmed. Welcome to Sainthood, Alyssa Meadows.”

Alyssa jerked back, knocking over the desk. She would have fallen right on top of it, probably injuring herself in the process, had Tenebrael not still had a firm grasp of her hand. She followed her arm, noting as the darker skin met with Tenebrael’s grey. She continued up the arm until she reached Tenebrael’s luminous white eyes.

Her heart burst into flames.

She tore her hand out of Tenebrael’s grasp, clutching it to her chest like the angel had been a hot stove. The classroom had returned. The vapid drift had ended. Her body—her real body, not whatever she had been chasing after in the… had it been a dream?—it felt like it was on fire. Sometimes, when Tenebrael touched her, she felt similar. A sensation she could only describe as glory radiated off angels. But right now, that feeling was coming from inside.

“Glowing eyes. Did not expect that.” Tenebrael leaned in a little closer, staring unerringly with such intensity that Alyssa wanted to run and hide. “You mentioned glowing eyes before, did you not? I believe I forgot to follow up on that.”

“What… what the hell was that?” Alyssa breathed. “What is… this?” Her voice was labored, like she wasn’t getting enough air to speak full sentences at once.

“Yes. You do seem to be having an odd reaction. I’m not sure if it is because I am a Dominion or if you… are just being you. How do you feel?”

“How do I feel?” If she had more air, she might have shouted, but she couldn’t. Her words came in breathy gasps. “It’s… rather rapturous,” she settled on. How else to describe it? “I hate it.”

She took a few moments to simply breathe. Tenebrael stared all the while, but Alyssa slowly stood fully, dropping her shirked posture. When she finally felt like she could talk without gasping every third word, she shot the angel a death glare. “You said that people didn’t even know it was happening to them? I call bullshit on that.”

“Normally, this sort of thing is done by Guardians. They’re a lot more… How to put it?” She tapped a black fingernail to the black paint on her lips. “They’re more human than most angels. That feeling you’re experiencing is probably because I’m a Dominion. I imagine it is far less of a shock to connect through something that shares similarities.”

Alyssa let out a shuddering sigh. “Is it going to stop?”

“Is it painful?” Tenebrael shot back, looking far more worried than she had been. “I will terminate the connection immediately.”

“No. It’s not painful. Just… very uncomfortable.”

A visible calm took over Tenebrael. Very real worry bled out of the angel. Seeing her with actual panic in her eyes was a strange experience. Had Alyssa not known about angels’ aversion to harming mortals, she might have thought something terribly wrong had happened.

“Good. Good. Excellent. See. I told you it would work.”

“Yeah right,” Alyssa said with a minor scoff. She still wasn’t entirely sure what it was. And, from the sound of it, she wasn’t entirely sure that Tenebrael knew either. Considering the angel had just asked for unconditional trust, it seemed like she should have a better grasp of the process, if not actual experience in the matter.

That… floaty place. It had to have been her soul being drawn out. Some limbo-like state where she wasn’t fully attached to her body. The sensation of the place was fading like a dream might, but she remembered enough to know that it had been a deeply unsettling place. And she hadn’t even realized until she got out. Not a very comfortable thought. She almost asked Tenebrael to confirm her likely self-evident suspicion when a more interesting thought popped into her head.

“So, can I cast miracles now? Just raise my hand and—”

Tenebrael grabbed Alyssa’s arm and lowered it back down to her side. “Why don’t we hold off on that for now. Let your body get acclimatized to our connection.”

That sounds sensible, Alyssa thought. As much as she wanted magic circles appearing at her fingertips, she still wasn’t feeling normal. Her breathing had steadied out, but that heat in her chest was as intense as ever. Was it ever going to die down?

Thinking about it reminded Alyssa of something else Tenebrael had said. She stepped away, moving toward the teacher’s desk. It had a small mirror hanging on the wall. Just a little thing that the teacher might use to adjust their hair or makeup in the middle of the day. Alyssa leaned down and stared at herself. Or rather, she stared at her eyes. Tenebrael was right. They were glowing. Bright white with darker lines right around where the edges of her irises should have been, just like Tenebrael’s eyes.

If this was the first time her eyes had glowed, Alyssa would have suspected that she was stealing Tenebrael’s look because of whatever connection they shared at the moment. Her soul was attached to Tenebrael, somehow, and there was definitely feedback from Tenebrael to her. The feeling in her chest confirmed that and it made sense from an outside perspective if she was supposed to be channeling magic—or whatever—from Tenebrael.

But it wasn’t the first time. Her eyes had glowed bright white just as they were now back when she had torn apart Adrael’s spells. Tenebrael hadn’t been involved. If every angel had the same glowing eyes, she could still have dismissed it as simply being filled with angelic magic. But that wasn’t the case at all. Iosefael’s eyes were green with little cross-shaped pupils and didn’t glow all that much. Adrael had nearly uniform red eyes without pupils to speak of.

The glow itself didn’t bother her too much. Perhaps it should have, but she saw it as having absorbed a significant amount of magic. There was a phrase: The eyes are the windows to the soul. And if the soul was at all involved with magic, which everything so far had pointed toward, then this was just some excess magic leaking from her eyes. As long as it wasn’t harmful, Alyssa didn’t care. And if it was harmful, Tenebrael would have done something already.

The real problem was the look of the glow.

Turning from the mirror, Alyssa faced Tenebrael. “Why do my eyes look like yours do? They were glowing like this a week ago after I absorbed Adrael’s spells.”

“It is strange, isn’t it?”

“Of course,” Alyssa grumbled with a sigh. “Why bother asking you. All I get in response is an ‘I don’t know’ every time.”

“I didn’t say that I didn’t know, just that it is strange.”

“Then—”

Tenebrael swept closer, leaning a bit inside Alyssa’s personal space. “Do me a favor and close your eyes.”

“Uh… right.” Alyssa gave Tenebrael a bit of a wary stare, but she complied.

“Now, what do you see?”

“My eyes are closed.”

“I didn’t ask if your eyes were opened or closed, I asked what you see.”

Still with her eyes closed, Alyssa raised an eyebrow. What kind of an answer did the stupid angel expect? There must be something that she was missing. What was she supposed to see? Darkness. Her eyes were closed. There were lights on in the room and the sun was coming in through the window, so it wasn’t complete darkness but that slightly red of the inside of her eyelids. Still, it wasn’t anything strange.

“Am I looking for anything in particular? Because I don’t… see…”

There was something about having her eyes closed. A familiar floaty sensation, not unlike how she had felt while having her soul drawn out. It was different. She felt far more normal. Her sensations were all there and she didn’t have that overwhelmingly calm apathy bogging her down. But there was more than just nothing, this time.

Alyssa turned her head, following a… form as it moved about. Putting words to the form was difficult. It wasn’t like she was seeing at all. It wasn’t a blob or another shape, it didn’t have colors. But there was something there. And another one. Lots of them. They danced about, staying mostly to themselves. But every once in a while, the forms would touch each other. Parts of the forms would be left behind as they interacted, sharing bits and pieces with each other. The bits would become part of whatever larger form they had attached to.

A larger form stood off from the others. Its interactions were slightly different. Instead of merely interacting with those closest, many pieces would launch themselves away from the main form to the many smaller ones. Little pieces of them would dart back, but not to the same degree. Still, it never seemed to shrink despite giving away far more than it was taking.

“Children in the neighboring classrooms,” Tenebrael said. “And the teacher.”

Alyssa’s eyes snapped open. Just like that, the forms were gone. The math class came back, flooding her senses with the normality of regular reality. She didn’t say a word as she looked into Tenebrael’s glowing eyes.

“Angels and the magics we use are extremely intertwined with souls, as you might expect. By absorbing Adrael’s miracles and by being connected to me, you’ve become infused with angelic magic.”

“Ah.” Apparently Alyssa had been wrong. It wasn’t excess magic leaking from her eyes as she had expected but rather angelic magic itself.

“I wonder if you were only able to manipulate the souls of those Society members you crystallized because you were infused with angelic glory at the time. It is a difficult thing to test without going and killing several people, and I know you’ve got an aversion to such things. I’ll try to be around when you go on another murderous rampage. We can test both with and without your eyes glowing.”

Alyssa narrowed her eyes. “Gee. Thanks.”

Tenebrael gave a mocking bow. Or maybe it was genuine. It was hard to tell.

“But,” Alyssa said, “that doesn’t answer the question of why they’re glowing like your eyes instead of Adrael or Iosefael or any other angel.”

“Tell me, do you ever hear a phrase or… maybe a song. You listen and you like it. But then, later on, you hear a different version? Maybe the different version is actually the original version, but you still like the one you first heard?”

“I… I guess.”

“I know I was the first angel you ever saw, but even with those others, it is touching that you would model yourself after me.”

Alyssa crossed her arms. If her eyes weren’t already narrowed, she would have shot Tenebrael a glare. “You’re saying that they’re white and glowing because I saw you first? If I had seen Iosefael, they would have been green?”

“Possibly,” she said with a smile. Her tone did turn a little more serious as she shrugged. “I’m also far more… involved with souls than many angels. My eyes weren’t always like this. Once upon a time, they were almost solidly black. They became like this shortly after I started consuming souls. I wouldn’t have expected yours to glow with quite the intensity of mine given your lack of experience in dealing with souls, but you also seem to break a lot of rules when magic is concerned. Still working on figuring that one out,” she added as an aside.

“Any preliminary theories?”

“You must have an inherent connection to the Endless Expanse. Whether through an accident at birth or a fault in the plan, I’m unsure. It is the only thing that makes sense to me, though. And, it is the main reason why I think drawing out your soul to connect with the Throne will work.”

“Is that more or less dangerous than what we just did?”

“In terms of your soul? Roughly the same, I think. The real problem is just connecting. The Throne encompasses all. I can feel it now as if I were seated on its crystalline surface. But the problem, for you, is that you might have trouble connecting. I was here and calling to you. The Throne will be silent.”

Alyssa shuddered a little. She had been lost, floating in nothingness during her connection to Tenebrael. What would have happened had she not heard Tenebrael’s voice calling out to her? Would she have just been lost forever? Surely not. If it had gone on too long, Tenebrael would have shoved her soul back into her body… probably.

“Don’t worry. We know that this is possible,” Tenebrael said, gesturing between herself and Alyssa. “We’ll let you get used to this, then we’ll sever the connection and spend some time practicing drawing out your soul. I’ll keep helping you until you get a little more confident. After that, we’ll see how well you deal with silence. If you get that down with regularity, we’ll move on to the Throne.”

“So you’ll be severing it soon?” Alyssa asked, unable to keep a slight hope from her voice. It really was uncomfortable.

But Tenebrael just chuckled. “Not yet. We’ll leave you like this until we’re done here. Speaking of…” She made a show of glancing up to the clock despite almost certainly not needing mortal timekeeping implements. “It is almost time.”

“It’s still day out.”

“If only the evils of man stayed only in the dark, the world would be a softer place.”

Alyssa rolled her eyes at the tabloid tag line, but decided not to comment. “Who is the victim? Not another conspiracy theorist?”

“Well, I didn’t take the time to get to know him. He wasn’t in the military, if that is what you are asking. He is a man who has been working as a programmer for the same company for several years. His position in the company has no prospects, but he feels some loyalty to his boss and doesn’t seek new employment. Part of that is because of his sloth and reluctance to engage with new people.”

“Not a secret serial killer or something, is he?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Good. Good. Maybe I’ll actually get a chance to speak with him before we head off to Nod.”

“Dropping you into the world with no knowledge worked well enough. I don’t know why you see a need to mess with what isn’t broken.”

Alyssa shrugged. If Tenebrael couldn’t understand why someone might want the courtesy of a quick word or two before being thrown into a whole new place, no amount of explaining would help. “Where are we headed to?”

“A small bar on the outskirts of the city,” she said, walking closer. Her wings spread wide around Alyssa before pulling her into a tight embrace. The last of the classroom’s light vanished behind her feathers and Alyssa felt that familiar sensation of being transported to a new location.

            

    
        025.003 New Faces - Setting the Bar

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa had expected another dingy alley. Shady bars were always supposed to be adjacent to alleys with flickering lights and eerie atmospheres. There obviously wouldn’t be any flickering lights in the middle of the day, but there should still be a spot for the alley once darkness fell. This bar had apparently missed the memo.

The building looked relatively nice. A wood exterior, stained a rich amber, had an almost welcoming tone to it. The only thing Alyssa would identify as creepy would be the partitioned off area for the large trash bin. It had a locked fence to keep scavengers out and some leafless vines had been working their way up the metal links. But that was it.

Maybe that was good business. Alyssa really didn’t know the standard. Not being a socialite, she really hadn’t visited many bars, even after turning twenty-one. All of her high school friends had moved away or simply drifted apart by that point, so she hadn’t had anyone to go with. And she certainly hadn’t been about to go on her own. Thinking about it now, she was having trouble coming up with the name of a single bar. They just weren’t a major part of her lifestyle. In fact, she had probably visited more taverns on Nod than she had bars on Earth.

Or maybe her impressions of reality were just a bit too colored by Hollywood to be accurate to real life.

The bar was not the only building around, but it was pretty close. The other side of the road was nothing but overgrown grass. It might have been a field at one point, but it had clearly fallen into disuse. There was a restaurant a short parking lot away. A little mom-and-pop style diner. It looked quaint enough. Maybe Tenebrael could do something to let Alyssa eat there while talking things over with… the victim. Tenebrael’s description of the person had left out the name, something Alyssa only just realized.

She peeked in the window, just under the lit neon ‘Open’ sign. Was he already inside? There were a few people despite the relatively early hour. A trio of women, maybe only a few years younger than Alyssa, looked like they were celebrating something. A birthday maybe?

Whatever it was, none of them were the victims.

The bartender? He was pouring a drink for another customer… but it couldn’t be him. Tenebrael had said that the victim was a programmer. Unless he worked multiple jobs, it wouldn’t be him.

The man he was serving, on the other hand, looked the very picture of a programmer. At least, what Alyssa imagined when she heard the profession’s name. He was slouched forward with an extremely unhealthy arch in his back. But then his neck went straight up from that slumped posture. How did his spine even work? He had a set of thin-framed glasses on his head of the rectangular variety. Those… might be a problem for him depending on how blind he was without them. He would have to be careful. Getting new glasses in Nod would not be a simple task.

One other person sat alone at a table, eating a larger meal than Alyssa imagined they served at bars. He wore a leather jacket and had a gruff beard covering his rugged face. He probably owned the motorcycle that was parked in front of the window Alyssa was peering through. Not exactly programmer material, in Alyssa’s opinion. If he was, Alyssa would buy a hat and eat that for dinner.

She couldn’t see anyone else from the window, but a decent amount of the room was simply out of sight. Not to mention the kitchens and other back rooms.

Although, blinking, Alyssa scowled.

Right in the very center, at one of the empty tables, Tenebrael had taken a seat for herself. She smiled and waved as Alyssa caught sight of her. That wave turned to a beckoning gesture which then pointed to the chair next to her.

Alyssa glanced to the door. Wouldn’t the people inside notice it opening and closing? She might be invisible, but it definitely wasn’t. Then again, Tenebrael wouldn’t have waved her inside if it would have disrupted everything. Sighing, Alyssa opened the door.

The bell hung over the door didn’t make a sound. Nobody looked up or stared. The women laughed about a joke one of them had made. The biker had another buffalo wing up to his mouth. The bartender and the man seated across from him spoke softly as the former passed a glass to the latter.

Sighing, Alyssa walked up to the angel and dragged the chair across the ground. Even with the scraping noise it made, nobody offered her so much as a glance. Whatever perception filter Tenebrael had put on them clearly worked on anything they interacted with as well. She opened her mouth, about to ask just what they needed to do—Tenebrael hadn’t handed her a gun or anything so far—when she spotted him. Her voice caught in her throat.

He sat in a corner of the room. A blind spot of the window. The man, whose name she didn’t even know, who had tried to kill her was staring right at her. His eyes were dead. Void of life. Even though it had only been a week, he looked far worse than he had the last time she had seen him. His cheeks were gaunt, drawn tight around his skull. The scraggly scruff of greying beard made him look worse than Chris had the night she pulled him out of that alley.

Alyssa tore her eyes away, glaring at Tenebrael. “You could have warned me,” she grumbled. “I almost had a heart attack.”

“Ah. Try to avoid that if possible,” the angel said. When Alyssa didn’t respond, she just shrugged. “I’ve already made the false body. A much more convincing one, in my opinion. With more than a few minutes of notice, I had the opportunity to be a little more artistic in my work. As for the soul…” Holding out her hand, a diamond of a gemstone floated in the air. “Would you like to know his history?” she asked, letting the soul bob up and down. “Make sure he fits your criteria of who deserves a second death?”

Teeth ground together, Alyssa glared. “Just… He was evil, right?”

“A slaver, rapist, and murderer. If that’s what you mean.”

“Good. Then I don’t need to know anything else. I don’t want to know anything else.”

“If it helps,” Tenebrael said, sliding the gemstone back between her feathers. “The main event will happen in roughly fifteen minutes. We’re slightly early, but this will be a bit more complicated if we want to do it your way. There are other people around which means that I cannot just pull out the body and plop it down as I did last time.”

“You can’t stop time and do it then?”

“There are other angels on Earth. They will take note of something like that.”

“What about this perception filter you’ve got that keeps them from noticing us?”

“That is in the plan. But it must be a seamless transition. We don’t want people to notice the position of the body jumping six feet to the side before it gets shot. And you cannot hesitate like you did last time. If our fake starts clawing at his face or talking in strange languages, it is going to cause problems.”

“I trust you’ll be handling that? The transition part.” She could… No. She would pull the trigger when necessary. No hesitation. But Alyssa couldn’t imagine herself trying to shove a body into a position in the blink of an eye, so the question was probably unnecessary. Still, it wouldn’t be the first time that Tenebrael had suddenly sprung something on her.

“Indeed. However, you’ll need to be standing next to our deceased friend over there. Bullets travel fast enough and there is enough of a flash that nobody will notice you shooting from a few inches to one side, but the bullets do need to be traveling in the right direction.”

“So I am shooting again.” That was good. Relatively. She did not want to have to stab someone over and over again.

“You’ll need to strike in the neck,” Tenebrael said, tapping her throat just under her chin. “And one bullet should miss. Hit that television in the corner of the room.”

“Why do I need to hit the T.V. if you can harm non-human things?”

“Bits of plastic wind up embedded in the bartender’s skin. Not lethal, but not something I can do.”

Alyssa glanced over to find a flat-screen television showing a game of curling. United States versus Canada, it looked like. Nobody in the bar seemed to be paying much attention to it, though the bartender did glance up every few moments. The person who Alyssa assumed was the programmer did look at it as well, but every time he did, his gaze drifted over to the man in the corner of the room. He would stare for a moment before averting his eyes.

Was it recognition? Alyssa’s would-be murderer probably had his face in the news at this point. Despite her phone and its connection to the internet, she hadn’t been keeping up with current events on Earth. Still, if she remembered right, his son’s body had been found alongside hers. It wouldn’t be difficult for law enforcement to figure out who he was and find some photographs of him for public dissemination.

Looking around, Alyssa tried to figure out how everything went down. Surely the programmer didn’t go up to confront a known murderer. That would be… she wanted to say crazy, but… she had done something extremely similar with the Taker. Of course, the Taker had been after her. Here, the programmer surely wasn’t being actively hunted.

Still, with the way he looked over, he had to know something. Whatever he was planning would have gotten him killed in another reality. Now, it would just get him sent to Nod.

Which, based on his lanky stature, might be a death sentence for the man regardless. Poor guy. Maybe he could find a job as a scrivener. Or, if he could use magic like Alyssa could, maybe he could find a profession as a respectable arcanist. He might even be able to help work on getting back to Earth on a more permanent basis if he could use magic, though Alyssa doubted it. Having seen the nightmare that was angelic math, she doubted anyone could help.

With the possible exception of Irulon. Alyssa needed to find a way to bring Tenebrael’s lessons to Irulon. Unfortunately, Tenebrael had stolen her phone again. Memorizing that board would have been impossible. Drawing out the soul would be… difficult to replicate without Tenebrael’s help. Tenebrael had said that Alyssa would have to try it on her own at some point in the future, but it would still be difficult. And would probably end up killing Irulon.

Something to think on later.

“You haven’t handed me a gun this time,” Alyssa said, turning back to Tenebrael. Last time, she had the gun in hand before they had ventured to the… scene of the crime.

In response, Tenebrael reached back to her feathers again. This time, she withdrew a familiar pistol. “A duplicate,” she said, nodding toward the murderer. “He needs to be seen with one at the same time as you firing it.”

“And you’re sure nobody will notice? There aren’t security cameras in the room?” As she asked, Alyssa glanced around. She didn’t see any, but that didn’t necessarily mean that there weren’t any around.

“It should be fine.” Tenebrael slid the pistol across the table. “Already loaded and ready to go. I suggest heading over to that table. Things will be starting soon. I’ve got my own preparations to make.”

Alyssa couldn’t help the slight shudder as she glanced to the corner of the room. He was a murderer. A thief who had broken into a home and would have killed her had it not been for divine intervention, ironically enough. He would have killed another few people without her.

Would have. In reality, the guy was dead. Actually dead. There was no killing intent behind those eyes. Nothing at all. A puppet of Tenebrael. Little else. That honestly didn’t make her feel better at all. She wasn’t sure which she would have preferred sitting next to, the murderer or the puppet. Neither, really.

But, despite her misgivings, Alyssa complied with Tenebrael. She didn’t want the Astral Authority destroying any worlds in the near future. Or the far future.

Alyssa moved up just behind him, wrinkling her nose at the smell. It had probably been a month since he had a shower. She took a step back, fingering the safety of the pistol as she tried to get a little fresh air. Looking over to Tenebrael again, Alyssa started.

Another person was in the room now. Or rather. One person was in the room twice. Alyssa had guessed correctly. The glasses-wearing slouching man was indeed the programmer. She probably should have confirmed with Tenebrael, but seeing the limp body floating in front of the angel was confirmation enough.

Poor guy. With Chris, she had felt fairly confident in his ability to survive after being dropped into a strange world. He had a military background and had lived on the streets. Both of which would lead to survivalist tendencies. He had called her phone a hundred times after a few hours, but that was likely due to how alien everything was rather than an emergency need for food and shelter. In fact, since meeting with him, her phone hadn’t rung once.

Thinking about it, that could be a good thing or a bad thing. Once she got back to Nod, she would check in with him first thing.

On the other hand, this programmer was probably one of those people who needed modern society as much as it needed him.

Just call me a prophet, Alyssa thought to herself as she watched the man stare at the corner again, because I foresee a significant increase in phone calls in my future.

Alyssa’s would-be murderer tensed up. It took her a moment to realize why. None of the people around the room had changed all that much. Certainly nobody was looking at him more now than they had before. But, listening, Alyssa could hear the faint sounds of a siren in the distance. The programmer, who had been looking increasingly sweaty and nervous over the past few minutes, let out a sigh of relief as he pocketed his phone.

He must have called the police. Or texted them? Was that standard protocol? To cruise to a known armed and dangerous murderer with sirens blaring? It seemed like it would… do exactly what it was doing. Maybe the sirens were for something else entirely, but neither of the men who heard them knew that.

The murderer abruptly stood. Seeing that, the programmer stood as well.

Alyssa wanted to head over and shout at him. What the hell did he think he was doing? He was going to get himself killed if he acted like that. In fact, it was the whole reason Alyssa was here. Because he did get himself killed in only a few minutes. Didn’t the news advise against approaching armed murderers?

If it did, it didn’t stop the programmer from putting himself right between the door and the murderer.

“You can’t leave… I-I can’t let you leave.” Despite putting himself in the path of the exit, the programmer refused to look up and meet anyone’s eyes. His eyes were glued to the murderer’s hand. “You k-killed that little girl.”

“Little girl? I’m twenty-five.”

He, obviously, didn’t hear Alyssa. Tenebrael did, if her little giggle was any indication.

“Get ready for my signal, Alyssa Meadows.”

“Right.” Heart hammering, she flicked off the safety and rested her finger on the trigger guard. It would be soon. Her heart was hammering in her chest. Probably not as hard as anyone else’s chests, but still. She could feel the sweat on her palms despite already knowing how everything was supposed to play out.

What if she messed something up? What if she fired too early and hit the real programmer? Or what if the bullet ricocheted off the wall behind the television and hit someone else? This wasn’t just a dark alley with a single target and no chance of failure. There were people around.

People who had taken notice of the situation. The trio of girls had fallen silent and buffalo wing biker had lowered a half-eaten wing to his plate. Even the bartender had stopped his work, moving to stand at a different part of the bar. A part directly beneath the television. The only real sound in the room came from the curling match, where the United States just scored.

“Get out of the way.”

Alyssa glanced back. The murderer’s voice sounded almost pleading. But it didn’t get through. The programmer shook his head, planting his feet firmly in place.

A chair scraped across the floor. The biker stood up.

The murderer whipped his head over, spotted the movement. As he turned back to the programmer, he pulled his pistol. “Get down,” he said, voice less pleading and more firm.

Instead of complying like any sensible man should have done, the programmer reached out. It was almost like he was trying to grab the gun, but he missed his mark. His wrist smacked into the gun and knocked it to the side.

The gun went off, startling Alyssa. But it missed, sending a cloud of building dust falling from the ceiling. One of the girls started screaming. The biker grabbed hold of the back of his chair, maybe to throw it or maybe to charge over and smash him over the head.

“Alyssa. Aim.”

She couldn’t watch the biker any more. Holding the pistol with both hands, she aimed right over the murderer’s shoulder at the programmer’s neck.

“Ready,” Tenebrael said. As the angel spoke, Alyssa watched almost in slow motion how the other pistol lowered from where it hit the ceiling to be aimed right alongside Alyssa’s line of fire.

“Aaaannnddd… Now!”

Alyssa could see it the moment Tenebrael spoke. The fear and worry behind the programmer’s glasses shifted to confusion. It was a nearly identical expression to what Chris’ duplicate had put on immediately before he started trying to tear off his face. He opened his mouth. Alyssa could see the scream on his lips.

She pulled the trigger.

Blood splattered around the room as a chunk of his neck vanished. He collapsed to the ground, rolling back and forth as he screamed. To anyone else, it might look like he was screaming because of the widening pool of blood spreading out behind his twisted form. All Alyssa could see was a man who had died once now suffering through a second death in a body not his own.

In her momentary shock, she almost missed the murderer shove past. He sprinted toward the door. Just before he reached it, he swung his gun arm back behind him.

“The television!” Tenebrael shouted.

Heart still hammering, Alyssa pivoted where she stood. She took a moment to aim.

And she pulled the trigger.

As soon as she felt the recoil in her hands, black feathers encompassed her.

The smoky scent of the bar vanished as the feathers obscured her vision.

            

    
        025.004 New Faces - French Toast

    
    
    
    
                “What did you think you were doing? Are you insane?”

The programmer sat across from Alyssa, looking around with a bleary expression. Three thick slices of French toast sat on the table in front of him, swimming in maple syrup. A dollop of whipped cream had been plopped on top, cradling a single strawberry. To its side, a glass of orange juice stood tall. Condensation on the side of the glass dripped down to a cork coaster protecting the wooden table.

Maybe it was a bit late for breakfast foods, but Alyssa, who had an identical plate in front of her, hadn’t had French toast in forever and Tenebrael’s assortment of meals had not included this particular delicacy. But the programmer didn’t seem to care. He just blinked his eyes as he looked around the little diner.

It was a strange scene. Nobody was eating, though there were a few partially touched meals. Everyone was up at the windows, watching police and ambulances. Most had their phones out, recording the situation. Some people were out giving statements, having apparently witnessed the murderer running away. Flashing red and blue lights washed over the room every second.

In a surreal twist, Alyssa was just sitting right in the middle of the diner with a bite of French toast skewered on her fork. She wasn’t paying attention to all the commotion. To her and the programmer, the rest of the world no longer mattered. Though he seemed to be having a bit of trouble comprehending anything.

She waved the chunk of toast at him, taking care not to splatter syrup everywhere. “Well, congratulations. You didn’t stop the murderer and now he has killed you.” With Chris, she had been taken by surprise and tried to soften the blow. Her approach this time was to be blunt. Less chance of misunderstanding that way… hopefully.

He reacted to that. Blinking his eyes again, he turned back to Alyssa. He only met her eyes for a moment before he averted his gaze, staring down at his plate. “K-Killed me?”

“Killed you.” Alyssa chomped down on the bite of food. She waved her now-empty fork at the window. “That right there? That’s your body being wheeled away. It’s headed to the morgue.” That might not have been a perfectly true statement. Alyssa didn’t know where they took bodies right after a murder. Maybe an autopsy laboratory. But for the two of them? Who cared.

Using his middle finger on the corner of his rectangular glasses, he bumped them up on his face as he looked over to the window. Standing, he staggered over to join the other gawkers. The body was zipped up in a black bag, so he wouldn’t be able to see anything, but that there was a body at all might come as a shock. Alyssa kept an eye on him, but didn’t join him. Instead, she focused on eating while watching him press his nose to the glass.

As the medical staff wheeled the body bag to the ambulance, a few feathers popped into the air. Blue feathers. An angel quickly followed. This one had long purple hair, with a slight pink tint to parts of it, and wore striped stockings. For a moment, Alyssa tensed. Tenebrael was standing just behind her. Would they be spotted?

But… no. The angel brushed her feathered wings over the body bag without even glancing at it. She disappeared almost before the whole soul had crystallized in her hands. Alyssa shot a glance back to Tenebrael, who just shrugged, before shrugging herself. Given Iosefael’s dedication to her job, she would have expected more angels to be a little more… well, dedicated. But the two she had seen on Earth so far seemed to carry about their duties with all the apathy of a postal worker.

The programmer didn’t react to the angel appearing. He hadn’t reacted to Tenebrael either, but she hadn’t popped out of nothing. That basically confirmed that he couldn’t see them. For a long few minutes, he didn’t even move. He just stared. Alyssa finished one full slice of toast before he finally twitched. A phone rang out with a high-pitched warble, coming from a waitress to his side. She immediately answered and started talking a mile a minute. From the half a conversation that Alyssa could hear, her mother had heard about the incident and was calling to make sure her daughter was alright.

It was around the time the daughter started talking about “some dude in a body bag” that it seemed to dawn on the programmer that he really was dead. He reached out a hand and started waving it in front of one of the customers who was recording. Not only did the person not respond to his movements, but his hand didn’t appear on the camera as it passed. That gave him a little start, but not quite as big of one as Alyssa had been expecting.

By the time Alyssa ate through her second slice of French toast, the programmer had turned back to her. Sort of. He still only looked at her briefly before looking down to the plate of food.

“Dead, huh?” He shook his head back and forth. Maybe his lack of a real reaction was just shock. “I had it all planned out. I thought about it over and over again. Played it over in my mind. How I would approach him. How I would stop him. I thought about everything that he could possibly do and what I would do in response. I had it all planned out,” he said again with a long sigh. Leaning back in the chair, he looked up at the ceiling. “Should have figured my plan would fail. They always do.”

“Uh… huh,” Alyssa hummed, quirking an eyebrow. This guy… might be insane. Just her luck.

“So who are you then, the Grim Reaper? D-Death?” He finally made eye contact. This time, it lasted a few moments before he turned away. “I always knew that if the Grim Reaper wasn’t all bones and scythes, it would be a cute girl. D-Do you have a scythe?”

“Uhhh… yes. But I’m not the Grim Reaper.”

An elbow rested on Alyssa’s shoulder. “Just my little reaper,” Tenebrael said as she poked Alyssa in the cheek. Unless the programmer was unflappable to the point of ignoring an angel speaking, it could be safely said that he could not see Tenebrael. Not wanting to explain her talking to something that wasn’t really there from his perspective, Alyssa did her best to ignore the stupid angel.

“Oh.” He sounded so disappointed. “You have a scythe but you’re not the grim reaper?”

“Does that really matter? I’m here to talk about you,” Alyssa said, pointing her empty fork at him.

He winced and looked up at her again. This time, he narrowed his eyes after a moment. “You look familiar.”

“Familiar?” It was Alyssa’s turn to blink. A different her might have said it was a coincidence, but… “Was my face all over the news?”

Snapping his fingers, he pointed at her. “The news! You’re her. The glowing eyes threw me off, but I recognize you. The little girl… that… man… killed.” His voice grew quieter with every word. Breaking eye contact, he stared around the room. “What is going on? Why would you meet me after my death. Shouldn’t it be like my grandparents or something if it isn’t the Grim Reaper?”

“First of all, I’m not a little girl. I’m twenty five.”

“But—”

“Secondly, as far as Earth is concerned, you are dead,” Alyssa said. “Technically, you aren’t dead. That might explain the lack of grandparents or whatever.”

“Or angels,” Tenebrael added. “I would like to report that our soul was taken without apparent notice by the angel in charge of this man’s soul.”

Yeah, I noticed, Alyssa thought.

“Not dead?”

“It might be best to think of it as if you were. You won’t be able to interact with anyone on Earth ever again. In fact, you might never see Earth ever again.”

Something Alyssa said made him perk up. She wasn’t quite sure what, but his back suddenly straightened and he smiled for the first time since… well, since Alyssa first saw him in the bar.

“I’m going to another world?” he asked with no small amount of eagerness in his voice.

“How… did you know?” She had just been thinking that he was excited about being alive. Apparently that was not the case.

“Oh, I bet it has all kinds of tropes.”

“What.”

“Magic?”

“Yes… but not everyone can use it, so don’t get too excited.”

“That’s fine. That’s fine. I’m the intellectual type,” he said, adjusting his glasses again. “Intellectuals are always casters. Is it a medieval society?”

“Sort of… how do you—”

“That might be inconvenient, but I can deal with it. What about monster girls?”

“Uhh… there are monsters. Some of them are female—”

“I knew it!” He pumped his fist. “This is just like one of my Japanese animes—I always wanted to say that. I mean, I say it all the time, but in a sort of ironic way. Now it is literal. When do we get to go? Now?”

“Uhhhh…” What the hell am I supposed to say to that? Maybe she was being unfair, but this guy was more insane than the conspiracy theorist. He was going to get himself killed inside of a day. “Just to warn you, this world isn’t a vacation. Many monsters are probably going to try to kill you on sight. Gangs regularly rob and enslave people. The main city gets attacked by warring nations regularly…” He was nodding his head, making humming noises as if everything she was saying fit into his view of this new world. “And if you die, an angel will show up and she’ll eat your soul.”

That got him to stop nodding along. “What does that mean?” he asked after a moment.

“No more second chances. You die again, you die for good.”

“But eating my soul? I mean, is she at least a cute angel?”

Alyssa sighed, shooting a glance to a preening Tenebrael.

“Go on,” the stupid angel said, completely full of herself. “You can tell him the truth.”

Fine. “She’s a right bitch,” Alyssa said, making Tenebrael put on a pout.

“Oh.”

“Look. You’re going to get yourself killed with that attitude. You want my advice? Find a nice simple job and keep your head down.” In other words, don’t do what I did.

“Is there an adventurer’s guild?”

“…Yes. And I’m sure they’re looking for a scribe. Literacy rates in this world are poor.” He started nodding his head again. Alyssa had to wonder if he heard anything beyond the first word. “Look. What’s your name?”

“You don’t know it?”

“I might have been in the news, but you weren’t.” She paused a moment as she glanced over his shoulder. There were still lights flashing like crazy, but most of the restaurant’s staff had moved away from the window. The excitement must have started to die down. “Not until today, at least.”

“Right. Sorry. I’m Jason. Jason Stiles.”

“Jason. Please take my advice. Get a job as a scribe. A nice easy desk job. It might be similar to what you’re used to, but that familiarity will be crucial to start with. Don’t rush off looking for adventure. At least not until you’ve been in the world for some time and have had a chance to get acclimatized to the new environment. I won’t be able to pop out of nowhere to save you again if you get yourself into trouble like you did today.”

Taking a deep breath, he held it, and slowly let it back out. All of a sudden, he seemed to realize that he was staring. He quickly dropped his eyes down to the table between them. “Right. You’re right. I’ll probably just screw something up. I was getting too excited, but you’re right. I’m still me. Still same old Jason Stiles.”

“I’ll put you in touch with someone else from Earth. He’s been there for a little over a week now and probably knows how to explain things to someone just jumping in better than I can.” Having had a gradual introduction to the world, Alyssa’s perspective was a bit different. And that wasn’t including her association with Tenebrael and the other angels. Or her interactions with Irulon.

She made a mental note to keep Kasita and Fela away from this guy, however.

“What about you?”

“Me?”

“Aren’t you going to be on this world too? Won’t I see you?”

“I’ll be around… It’s just, I’ve wound up causing too many big waves. Just last night, I wound up having daggers thrown at my head. Just after that, I found myself having to run for my life from a monster right out of your worst nightmares. If I associate with you too much, you might wind up facing danger daily. Before you say something stupid, no, it isn’t fun.”

“Isn’t that all the more reason to stick together? You’re from Earth too, right? Someone showed up when you died, offering this chance to visit a new world.”

“Something like that,” Alyssa said after swallowing another quarter slice of French toast.

“So you don’t have many people to relate to there, right?”

“I’ve been on Nod for… how long has it been since I… since I died? A full two months? If you get a handle on the world after a few weeks and think you can handle facing death on a daily basis, we’ll see about meeting up more often. For now…” Alyssa pulled out a phone that Tenebrael had prepared for her and slid it across the table. Like Chris’ phone, it wasn’t anything special. A brick of a flip phone. “This has my phone number in it, listed as Alyssa, and the number of the other… I don’t like saying Earthling because it sounds like we’re aliens, but his name is Chris.”

He looked down at it, staring like a princess might stare at a stain on her dress. It took a few moments before he even reached out a hand to pick it up. When he did, he used only the tips of two fingers to turn it around. “I’ve got my own phone, but I thought you said this was a medieval society. Do they have cell towers?”

“No. It’s magic. Your phone won’t work.”

“Can’t I just pull the SIM card—”

“If you break it trying to get it to work, getting another one will be extremely difficult. It is the only bit of modern technology you’ll have and there are only two other phones in the whole world that it can call.”

“No internet?”

“Afraid not.”

“Yikes.”

Alyssa shrugged, staring down to her empty plate. Maybe she could grab a bottle of syrup before they went back. Which… would have to be soon. Jason still had yet to touch his food, but he understandably had other things on his mind. She was about to point out that he probably wouldn’t be having French toast ever again, but he spoke first.

“So, if you’re a regular Earthling, why are your eyes glowing?”

Blinking twice, Alyssa stumbled for a moment. “Magic,” she settled on. Not because she was trying to hide Tenebrael’s existence from him as she might do to someone from Nod—he likely wouldn’t accuse her of heresy or blasphemy—but simply because everything was bound to be overwhelming before trying to explain absolutely everything.

He didn’t seem to like that answer. “But how? And why? Does it give you enhanced vision or something?”

“The whys and hows of magic are not my specialty. If you want to try to unravel the mysteries of the world, be my guest. I just use it to survive. Speaking of…” Alyssa reached into her satchel and pulled out a Light spell card. “Take this. Say Light. Try to picture a little orb of light floating about.”

“Light,” he mumbled, clearly not intending to cast the spell. He flipped the card over in his hands. “A spell? You’re giving me a spell!” Disappointment about the phone forgotten, he stared at the design. “What does it all mean? These symbols… are they part of a written language? Do I have to learn a new language on this world? I’ve tried learning Japanese, but I only know about three hundred Kanji. Not nearly enough to be fluent.”

“Nobody seems to know what the symbols mean. They’re used in spell creation and are stamped onto some other items, such as money.” As she spoke, she pulled out a few bars of coins. She had been intending to hand them over sooner or later anyway. “People speak and write in English, for some reason.”

“Really? Weird.”

“I thought so too, but wasn’t going to question the convenience.”

“So I just hold the card? Like this?” He gripped it tight, wrinkling the card between his thumb and the curve of his forefinger. He didn’t need to hold it to the point where it warped, but Alyssa had cast spells caked with dirt and grime before, so it would probably be fine. At her nod, he grinned. “Light!”

The card disappeared, warping into a ball of light. But it was… weak. Maybe it was all the light in the room from the sun and the fluorescent tubes, but Alyssa could hardly see it. The first time she cast a spell, it had flared bright and brilliant. But it was more than Chris had managed. Despite being just a poor example of magic, Jason seemed pleased. He grinned wide as it whipped about back and forth to match the motion from his finger.

She would have to come up with some tests to find out what rank he could cast at. Based on the weakness of the simplest spell, she was pretty sure he wouldn’t get higher than Rank Three. Still, she would try testing everything.

Tenebrael fluttered forward, waving a hand through the spell. The little orb of light vanished in the wake of her hand. “Sorry to ruin your fun. If it went on for much longer, other angels might notice. In fact, we should probably leave, just to be on the safe side.”

Unaware of the angel’s presence at his side, Jason’s smile dropped. “Doesn’t last long, does it?”

“It normally lasts longer. That’s just a sign that it is time.”

“Time? Time for what?”

“Prepare yourself, Jason Stiles, for this world is not long for you.”

Tenebrael put her hands to her hips. “Would you stop that? You can’t just… Oh, never mind. Prepare your… Whatever. World transit using prepared statements!” Her pointed fingernail lit up with a dark light as the triangular mystic circle appeared above their table. She didn’t say another word before the Earth vanished out from under Alyssa’s feet.

            

    
        025.005 New Faces - Tineye

    
    
    
    
                Chris Altrac was a surprisingly diligent man considering his former homeless status. He had jumped into the world feet first and, after getting a few pointers from Alyssa, wound up doing well for himself. As well as someone could do in less than a week, that was.

He had moved into the inn Alyssa had invited him to during their little discussion. It was one of the places Alyssa had sought out for herself in case she ever had to leave Tzheitza’s potion shop. Not the nicest place around, but he had a private room and a lock on the door. The larger tavern area on the floor below served food and wines. Tasteless stuff, but everything was in this world. Having only recently eaten a bounty of Earth food, that fact was all the more apparent to Alyssa.

It was in that tavern that Alyssa found Chris, seated in a corner and surrounded by a small group of people. It had her momentarily worried. But the reason for the gathering quickly became apparent. Plucky notes from a stringed instrument—a lute?—filled the air. It sounded a bit… distorted at first. Bards didn’t seem as common as Hollywood might suggest, but she had heard a few. It didn’t sound bad, it just didn’t sound like how a lute was supposed to sound.

The first few notes sounded familiar, but it wasn’t until he started singing that she realized just where she had heard the song.

“She keeps her Moet et Chandon

In her pretty cabinet

‘Let them eat cake,’ she says

Just like Marie Antoinette…”

Shaking her head, Alyssa waved Jason toward an empty table while she went up to the bar to order two small drinks. Having just had French toast, she wasn’t in need of food. Jason hadn’t eaten anything, but with how he was staring at everything, he likely wouldn’t be hungry for a while. It also gave her a moment to speak with Gobbtop, the proprietor of the tavern.

“He’s not disrupting your business, is he?”

“Disrupting?” Gobbtop chuckled, sliding two pewter mugs across the smooth counter. “That’s my lute.”

Alyssa raised an eyebrow. Her first thought was that Chris had stolen it, but… that didn’t seem to be the case. Gobbtop wouldn’t be laughing about it if so. Chris probably wouldn’t stick around in the tavern either. Musical instruments were probably a bit expensive. Far more than what Chris could afford. Before coming over, Alyssa had called him to make sure that he was here. In that brief call, he had mentioned that he got an apprenticeship with a carpenter. Which had not been one of the jobs that Alyssa had pointed out to him, but it worked enough to afford him a room here.

But not a lute.

“A bard came in the other day. Your friend convinced him to let him try. Almost threw him out immediately after; the noise was unbearable. But he seemed to learn quick enough with a few tips from the bard. Now? More people in here tonight than I’ve had all week.”

Glancing around the room again, Alyssa slowly nodded. There were several empty tables. Maybe even more than when she brought Chris over here for their little meeting. But around him? It wasn’t quite a concert, but there was a definite crowd. If he kept this up, Gobbtop might just end up the most profitable tavern around.

The only thing missing was a piano accompaniment. But that might just be because Alyssa was familiar with the real song. None of the people sitting and chatting around him knew what it was supposed to sound like. They probably didn’t get half the lyrics either. Marie Antoinette? Kruschev and Kennedy? Laser beams? They only knew that the music was strange and different from what the bards usually played.

Without the exposure of television or radio, Alyssa doubted that he could become a true medieval rock star, but he could definitely get some fans if he kept it up.

The song wound down to a much slower end than Alyssa knew. While most of the others in the room probably hoped he would play another one, Alyssa hoped for the opposite. Grabbing the two mugs, she dropped a few coins on the counter and made her way back to Jason. He didn’t say a word as she slid one mug in front of him. His eyes were locked onto the crowd in the corner of the room.

Chris stood and, much to the dismay of the crowd, announced that there wouldn’t be any more songs for tonight. After a short trip to Gobbtop to drop off the lute with him, he took the seat opposite Alyssa.

“I didn’t know you could play the lute.”

“Me neither! But I played guitar in high school. Me and a few buddies were in a band. Played lots of covers—Queen, Pink Floyd. Lots of eighties stuff. The strings feel weird,” he said, rubbing his fingers on his surprisingly local tunic. “I think they’re parts of animals.”

Jason adjusted his glasses, pushing them up slightly even though they fell right back to where they had been the moment he moved his finger away. “That would be accurate. Historically, lute strings were made from sheep intestine.”

Alyssa grimaced a bit, but Chris just shrugged.

“Figured it was something like that. Who is scrawny here?”

“J-Jason. Jason Stiles.” He held out a hand to shake, but knocked into the mug Alyssa had slid in front of him.

Her hands darted forward, steadying it before too much of the ale could spill all over.

“Sorry,” he said, pulling his hand back before Chris even had the opportunity to shake. “I can’t believe it, but this really isn’t Earth, is it? I’m a little overwhelmed.”

“I bet. This bitch dumped me in the middle of the city without saying a word and ignored me for a week. Overwhelmed was an understatement.”

Alyssa raised an eyebrow, giving Chris a pointed look. Jason just stared with an open mouth, actually meeting their eyes as he looked between the two. But Alyssa shrugged. “I suppose I deserve that. But call me a bitch again and you’ll see just how bitch-like I can be.” Something in her gaze made Chris shift back and forth uncomfortably. It couldn’t be glowing eyes as Tenebrael had ended their connection—a mildly unpleasant experience but far less of an ordeal than making it in the first place. After drinking a bit of ale to give her words time to settle in, Alyssa nodded toward Jason. “He’s been here for barely more than a half hour at this point. I was hoping you might be so kind as to show him the ropes. Tell him the things I told you the other day. Maybe take him out tomorrow and give him a brief tour of the city if you can make time around your carpentry job and rocking out on the lute.”

Chris looked back to Jason, eying him up and down. “I barely remember half the monsters you named let alone all that other stuff you told me about. Wouldn’t it be better if you did it?”

“I would, but someone threw a dagger at my head yesterday.”

It quickly became apparent just how many people around were listening in on their conversation. In the time since Chris had finished his ballad of the killer queen, the crowd had disseminated, gravitating to the various empty tables. Several had left outright, but plenty stayed to get their nightly dose of food and ale. And the nearest three tables all went silent. It only lasted a moment, but Alyssa noticed a few of them looking right at her table… until they noticed her noticing them at which point they turned away.

“A dagger?” Chris said, pulling her attentions back to the table.

“Mhm hmm.” It probably didn’t matter that people were listening in. Not unless they were part of Waters Street. And if they were, they very well could know who she was even without mentioning something like that. “It was a sleek one made of dark metal. Pretty nice. I would have picked it up, but I was a little worried it might be cursed. It did have an enchantment on it to freeze things the blade cut, so something more dangerous didn’t seem so far fetched.”

“But why?”

“I accidentally made a few enemies. It is one of the main reasons I don’t want to hang around with you guys too much. I don’t want to rub my enemies off on you two.”

“I can appreciate that. Been here a week and I’m still learning my way around. Sometimes I wake up expecting to find myself staring at a brick wall in an alley. Getting my head around it all is going to take some work and I could do without daggers in my head while I work it out.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

“B-But what are you going to do?” Jason said. He looked back and forth, maybe having noticed the extra ears listening to their conversation. In a far quieter voice, he continued, “Are there police in this world?”

“The city guard act like the police of this city, for the most part. I feel like they’re more concerned with external threats than internal ones, however.” Though maybe she should go to them for help instead of trying to deal with the Taker or Octavia on her own. If only she hadn’t both alienated Oxart and got her locked up for treason. Decorous rubbed her the wrong way.

Then again, the fact that Tzheitza hadn’t suggested going to the city guard when Cid first informed them that the Taker was after her probably said something about how effective they would be.

“As for what I’m going to do? Well, I already have a few ideas about who threw the dagger. I just need to find them and… encourage them to not throw another one. Permanently, if necessary.” Alyssa had increased her repertoire of spells since the last time she faced the Taker. A Projectile Reflection would stop his daggers. She wouldn’t hesitate to use Rigor Mortis again. And a Spectral Axe would rend his soul from his body. She just needed to watch out for his sword.

Maybe she could get Irulon to loan her that dragon armor again.

And maybe she had been a bit too intense in her roundabout way of speaking. Neither Chris nor Jason had said a word for a full minute now. Both were staring at her—though Jason averted his gaze as soon as she turned her head to him. She wanted to send a message to those people who were listening in, just in case they were spies or accomplices of the Taker and Octavia. A message that said that she was not afraid and that her enemies should be.

But now she scared off her fellow Earthlings.

Covering a small sigh by standing up, Alyssa stretched. “I’ll be in touch. Call me if there is an emergency, but try not to call me hundreds of times if at all possible.” She turned toward the door, hesitated, and turned back. “There will be one more person coming from Earth. He should be arriving in roughly a day. I’m not sure what he is like or who he is just yet, but I’d appreciate if you two—especially you, Chris—would watch out for him until he learns his way around the city.”

Just over one day was the timeline Tenebrael had given her. It seemed her murderer was getting panicky. But, after killing this person, her murderer apparently killed himself via hanging. Something Tenebrael should not require assistance with because the body was just a puppet. Hopefully, anyway.

One day out was also the date of their next lesson. Alyssa was looking forward to it, but in an apprehensive sort of way. Flailing through the void to connect to Tenebrael would be unpleasant, but the prospect of being able to cast magic the way angels did might make up for it.

“Just one?” Jason said, breaking her out of her thoughts.

“What?” Maybe because she had been thinking of something else, Alyssa wasn’t quite sure what he was talking about.

“You save people who were going to die, right? Why only one?”

“Ah. That’s… not quite accurate. I am… saving the people who my murderer would have killed. I can’t save anyone else and, after this one, he kills himself.”

“Wait,” Chris said, furrowing his brow. “Wait… what? You’re saving people who get killed?”

“Specifically by the person who the news reported as my murderer. Did I not mention that earlier?”

“You said that I should consider myself dead, but… I got killed?”

“Obviously not. You were sort of sleeping through everything. Then you spouted off a bunch of conspiracy theories that I didn’t really have the time to entertain. Sorry, forgot to clarify it. And I guess I didn’t really go into it last time we met.” Alyssa waved a hand at Jason. “He probably knows more than I do at this point. I hardly watched the news even back before all this happened. And I haven’t been in much of a position to keep up with current events over the past months.”

Jason, maybe because he had seen the full aftermath of his own poorly thought out actions, seemed to take the information better than the now-gaping Chris. “But how are you saving them? Does this sort of thing happen often?”

“As far as I know, we’re the only ones who have ever been saved in such a manner. How? That would require a lot of complicated explanations. To distill it, I’d say that I’ve got an angel helping me.”

“The angel that eats souls.”

“Well, yes. I figure I’ll worry about that later.”

“Uh huh.”

“Look, would you rather be dead?”

“N-No?”

“Me neither.” Alyssa glanced back and forth between the two of them, then did a quick sweep of the room. They weren’t speaking quietly. The people who were trying to listen in wouldn’t have a hard time of it and even some who weren’t might have heard. It made her wonder a bit about what they might think about all the talk of saving people from death and souls and such.

Probably not much, actually. They might be confused, but arcanists in this world could do some pretty crazy things. This being the big city with the Observatorium front and center, they might have a more or less accurate view on just what arcanists were capable of. From her travels, Alyssa knew that people in smaller villages didn’t put much stock into magic. Being able to turn a card into a flame was as natural as striking a match on a box, but viewing every possible outcome of decisions made in the next few seconds? They would stare as if Alyssa had grown three heads.

To be fair, most people who weren’t the princess of a medieval country would probably stare at the prospect. But random people from tiny villages would just stare more.

“Anyway, I’m out,” she said when neither of her two Earthling companions said anything back to her. “Try not to start too many musical revolutions while I’m gone.”

That broke Chris out of his stupor, at least. He still seemed a bit out of it, but he did wave a farewell as Alyssa left the tavern. Was finding out that he had been saved from the brink of death that much of a shock? Relative to finding out about a whole different world, one filled with magic and monsters, Alyssa didn’t think so. But maybe her perspective was a bit warped with her angel vision. Tenebrael’s presence certainly had distracted her from the gravity of the situation back when she first discovered a new world. And she had initially thought herself to be lost in some far-off corner of Earth.

Stopping just outside the tavern door, Alyssa glanced around. Night had fallen. Alyssa did not like to think of herself as being paranoid, but, as the saying went, it wasn’t paranoia when people were really trying to kill her. Fishing out two cards, she held them in front of her. Empty Mirror cloaked her in shards of glass, preventing anyone from seeing her presence. It was a spell she had used before and one that she had painstakingly copied from Irulon’s tome. She had scrapped a dozen cards while trying to draw it out, such was its complexity, but she had succeeded. And, if she dared to say so herself, she had gotten fairly good at it too. Her gradually thickening deck of cards now sported five Empty Mirrors.

Well, four now.

The other card she had drawn was not one she had used before. Tineye came from one of the books she had taken pictures of during her very first visit to the Observatorium. She wasn’t sure where its name came from, but the brief description she had written when she took the picture implied that it was a sensory enhancement spell.

And boy is it ever. The card disappeared, feeling like burning metal in her hands. She hadn’t thought it was windy out before casting the spell. Now, a chill breeze felt like pins and needles against the bare skin of her face and hands. And the view… it wasn’t like a spell dedicated to seeing at night. Night Vision basically completely negated the darkness, making it look like everything was washed in daylight. This must be how cats see. Everything had this crisp sharpness to it. Even in the dark shadows, hidden from even the moonlight, she could see the well defined edges of a water barrel next to the tavern wall. A fleck of movement made her snap her head to the side, only to find a rat scrubbing at its face.

Her hearing was a mess. Two dozen voices all talking at once was a lot more than she could decipher at once. Most of the voices were coming from inside the tavern, but there were a few from the surrounding buildings. Footsteps, heartbeats, the unpleasant gurgling of human insides, and plenty more noises that she couldn’t begin to identify all helped muddle everything. Someone like Irulon, who had a literal dragon to help process the information, might have been able to dissect and listen to all the conversations at once. For Alyssa, it was just noise.

Though she heard some familiar voices in all that noise. That gave her something to concentrate on. Focusing, Alyssa found it vaguely possible to listen to some of the conversation.

“—Trying to not think about it much. I might need another few drinks. Just try not to worry too much and take things as they come. That’s my method of dealing.”

“Worry? Worry! I’m in a whole new world! There are monster girls here! And magic!”

“Yeah. It’s rough, but not so different. I’ve been here a few—”

“How could I worry at a time like this? This is the best thing that’s ever happened to me!”

“Uh…”

“I don’t know how I’m going to sleep tonight. I’m just so excited. Oh! Do I need to get a room? She handed me all this—” Alyssa winced as some high-pitched clanking of metal against wood gouged out her ears. “—but she didn’t really tell me much more.”

Alyssa shook her head—she was almost positive that she could hear her brain jostle around and vowed never to do that again with Tineye active—and tried to focus on the surrounding conversations. She was slightly more interested in eavesdropping on the eavesdroppers, but she couldn’t make anything out. Lacking familiarity, one voice was just too hard to pick out from the rest. Resisting the subconscious desire to shake her head again, she decided to just leave. Tineye would help her spot anyone who might try to follow her and Empty Mirror would keep them from finding her.

The first footstep felt like an earthquake. The second didn’t get any better. By the third, she dismissed Tineye.

Relief flooded in as the relative silence filled the vacancy left by all the noise. What a waste. She had drawn up a dozen Tineye cards. They were relatively simple, but drawing up any cards at all was time consuming. After that brief usage, she was considering burning them all.

Activating a simple Night Vision, Alyssa looked around the street again. Nothing particularly stuck out to her. Just how she liked it. She would just have to watch for potential pursuers the old fashioned way.
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                There was a flaw in Alyssa’s plan. No one was following her. In fact, nobody could follow her. She spent all that time looking over her shoulder. Obviously nobody was going to follow her when she was invisible. If they were even going to follow her in the first place. Nobody had known that she was going to be at the Gobbtop tavern tonight. Tenebrael had dropped her and Jason off only a short distance away.

The only people who might have tried to follow her would have been people already in the tavern when she left. And she would probably have noticed them while sitting outside the bar with Tineye active.

Luckily, there was nobody around to notice her foolish actions. No Irulon to stare with a knowing eye. No giggles from a mimic. Tenebrael wasn’t even around, having to go collect souls before returning to Earth to pilot around Alyssa’s murderer a bit more. Just herself and the stars.

That did raise a question. Tenebrael’s obligations on earth would effectively come to an end the moment the murderer hung himself. From what Alyssa understood, the angel hadn’t really spent much time on Earth prior to their meeting. And she had only gone there in the first place because she grew tired of Nod. So with her Earthly puppeteering out of the way, would she be spending more time on Nod? Would she be spending more time around Alyssa?

A few weeks ago, Alyssa might have been annoyed at the prospect. Angels were nothing but trouble. Now, however, things might be different. Angels were still nothing but trouble. However, having Tenebrael hanging around her far more frequently would be a great deterrent to anyone like Adrael. And their miracle lessons might be more frequent as well. That alone was something to look forward to.

Of course, Tenebrael would probably make herself as annoying as possible. Kasita would freak out about having the angel around. Irulon would too, though in a different way. And if the situation ever presented itself for Alyssa to hold up her phone so that Irulon could converse with Tenebrael… the Pharaoh might lose another princess, this time to a heart attack.

Alyssa picked up the pace, wanting to get back soonish. Unless she ran off again, Kasita would probably be annoying Tzheitza right about now. Alyssa would be lying if she said that she wasn’t looking forward to seeing whatever the mimic looked like again. She also needed to get to sleep soon. The Black Prince was due to show up sometime after sunrise. Alyssa didn’t want to be shambling about like a sleep-deprived zombie in front of him.

Five steps into her increased pace, Alyssa felt a chill run up her spine. Maybe it was paranoia, maybe it was a sixth sense that she had developed. Whatever it was, she turned and glanced over her shoulder.

Darkness there, and nothing more. Though the darkness didn’t matter much to her enhanced vision.

That wasn’t unusual. It was night time. Most people tended to avoid going out at night. Most people wasn’t all people, but it still wouldn’t be strange to walk down a street void of other pedestrians after dark.

Still, there was something… wrong. A warmth filled her chest, not unlike the feeling she got after tearing apart Adrael’s nets or the sensation that flooded her while connected to Tenebrael. Had she trodden on some angelic trap or crossed a bounded field? There was nothing around, but…

Alyssa drew her pistol as she hurried along. If there was some angelic presence out there, it probably wouldn’t do much. It was still a bit of a comfort to her.

Sprinting, she ran all the way to Tzheitza’s shop. Not once did she encounter another person out on the streets. It wasn’t unusual for most people to stay off the streets at night, but all people? Seeing the slightly reduced number of carboys in the windows of Tzheitza’s shop was a relief. Alyssa rushed inside, slammed the door shut, and locked it… for all that would help against an angel. Given the late hour, Tzheitza was probably asleep. At this point, Alyssa didn’t care. She just wanted to see another person to confirm that she hadn’t crossed over into the Twilight Zone.

Throwing open the backroom door, Alyssa breathed a content sigh and dismissed her invisibility.

Fela was curled up by the fire. Two Felas, in fact, but one was probably Kasita. Tzheitza was still awake and sitting at a chair in front of her workbench. She stared at one of Tenebrael’s feathers through the lenses of a jewelcrafter’s glasses.

“You see, if you use the feather’s shaft in your corruptions, it diminishes the effect. It’s just a hollow piece of trash. The vane is where the true magic lies.”

Alyssa blinked twice, staring at the little girl in front of Tzheitza. She was perhaps younger than Tess, sporting curly pink hair with bright red eyes. Her blue dress and white apron made her look like a servant of the palace, but the expression on her face didn’t fit the rest of her body. It was a haughty sneer. A kind of look that said she knew far better than anyone else. The tone of her voice was the same.

It took a moment, but the voice was unique enough that Alyssa remembered. She had met this little girl. The night they had gone out to meet Fela, on her way back from eating with Decorous. This girl had bumped into her. And now, she was standing right in the middle of Tzheitza’s potion shop. There was some girl, talking like an adult, right in the middle of the room. Fela and Kasita weren’t concerned with her in the slightest. Tzheitza might have let Fela stay, but she knew Fela wasn’t going to murder her, probably. This girl could be a monster.

Tzheitza looked to Alyssa, turning her head away from the feather in her hands. Though her gaze crossed right over the girl, her eye didn’t linger in the slightest. She just nodded a greeting before turning back to the feather, rubbing a finger along the soft bristles.

It hit Alyssa like a hammer.

They couldn’t see the little girl. Maybe Kasita could if she tried, but she had said that it was a strain just trying to detect Tenebrael’s presence.

The girl turned with a shark-like grin on her sharp face. “You’re back,” she said. Her tone carried so much more meaning than the two words she had spoken. Alyssa could feel the accusation and annoyance directed her way at the impudence of having made the angel wait. “Please tell this fool that she is going about her corruptions all wrong. I don’t think my Divine Inspiration is getting through to her.”

If there had been any doubt, that right there eliminated it. This girl was an angel. She hadn’t attacked anyone so far. That was… a good sign? Did Tenebrael know about her? Doubtful. Tenebrael would have mentioned something.

Her first instinct was to pull out her phone and give Tenebrael a quick call. Just a nice social call to ask how she had been in the past half hour, maybe ask if she wanted to come over for tea, and check to see if she knew that she had another angel running around her world. Calling Tenebrael had worked with Adrael standing in front of her, but Adrael had been distracted with Irulon and Irulon’s two souls. And all subsequent attempts at calling Tenebrael had wound up jammed. With this angel’s full attentions on Alyssa, she would probably stop any calls before they could begin.

The girl put her hands on her hips and harrumphed. “There is no point in pretending you can’t see me. I already confirmed that you can talk to me earlier. Remember? You gave me advice on how to be a little girl? That was me, in case you’ve forgotten. It must suck to be a mortal and forget things all the time.”

Alyssa flicked her eyes around the room. Tzheitza was thoroughly absorbed in the feather. Fela was asleep. Kasita wasn’t. The latter two looked identical at the moment, but it had to be Kasita that was staring at her with wide eyes. She must have noticed something. Maybe she had noticed well in advance of Alyssa arriving, maybe she hadn’t until she saw Alyssa standing frozen in the doorway.

If Alyssa dropped her phone, would Kasita know to call Tenebrael? It might be a chance she would have to take. Calling for Tenebrael right in front of this angel was bound to go poorly. She might even decide to attack. Alyssa only had two Fractal Locks. And those two might not even work. They were useful, but impossibly difficult to copy. She had scrapped so many attempts at drawing them.

Deciding it would be best if Tzheitza, Kasita, and Fela were not around while talking with an angel who might attack them without them even knowing what was going on, Alyssa walked further into the room. There was another table between the entrance and her room in the back. As she passed, she hovered her hand over the surface, called her phone to her hand, and let it drop. All without breaking stride. Angels were not omniscient. Maybe she would notice, maybe she wouldn’t. But Kasita, with her innate awareness of everything around her, would definitely notice it.

Hopefully she would get the hint.

Opening the door to her room, Alyssa beckoned the angel with a wave of her hand before entering.

The angel did not walk across the room. With a shrug of her wingless shoulders, she glided from Tzheitza’s workbench and into Alyssa’s room. Alyssa gave a pointed look to the mimicked hound before closing the door.

Crossing her arms, Alyssa looked down at the short angel. She… really looked like she belonged in the palace working alongside Tess. Remembering that this was someone as dangerous as Adrael might not be the easiest thing. The way her red eyes gleamed would certainly help.

“Well?” Alyssa said after a moment of silence had passed.

“Well? Well what?”

“I assume you didn’t come here to give Tzheitza cooking tips. What do you want?”

“Why would I say something I don’t mean? I genuinely want you to tell that mortal that she is going about corrupting miracles all wrong. She’s not going to get the result she wants as long as she’s crushing the stem along with the vane. That might work for harpy feathers, but harpies aren’t the most magical relics around.”

Alyssa blinked twice. That was not what she had expected. Could this be another angel that wasn’t insane? That would be a relief. Even if she were just like Iosefael, Alyssa would prefer an almost complete passivity to Adrael’s outright hostility. “It was your feather. Wasn’t it?” Seeing the angel almost preen at the question, Alyssa just shook her head. “Why don’t we start at the start. Who are you?”

“Archangel Kenziel,” she said with more pride than Alyssa thought possible. “And you are… human?”

Alyssa’s heart skipped a beat at hearing Kenziel’s title. Whatever calm she had felt at potentially coming across a friendly angel vanished in three syllables. She didn’t even have the presence of mind to groan at another suspicion of inhuman nature being directed her way.

The staff was still leaning up against the wall in the corner of the room. Maybe she could grab that and start swinging it around? But not with the Archangel in the way. Alyssa’s hand drifted to her satchel. A Spectral Chains should contain the angel long enough to get Tenebrael here. Even if the phone was being jammed, Tenebrael would be showing up soon to take Alyssa back to Earth for their last rescue attempt. She had wanted to sleep before then, but if she had to stay awake to keep Spectral Chains active, she could do it.

“I’ve heard your name is Alyssa? Little Addy was whining about you, you know. And the world. And… well, she whines about everything.” Kenziel laughed just how Alyssa imagined a snake would laugh if they could. Actually, on Nod, there probably was a humanoid snake monster that laughed just like this angel. “Pathetic, really. Unbecoming of an Archangel.”

That got Alyssa to click her tongue in annoyance. Whining was unbecoming? “What about attacking people? Setting nations on some crusade to destroy Tenebrael’s presence on this world?”

“Yes. Not very intelligent either, is she?” Kenziel said with an aloof attitude. She turned away from Alyssa to inspect the rest of the room and quickly focused on one of the last remaining sealed meals that Alyssa had. Tenebrael had not provided a fridge full of food this time, much to Alyssa’s annoyance. “Just what is her plan? Even assuming she accomplishes the impossible task of destroying all the people in this land, it wouldn’t eliminate Tenebrael’s influence or name. Cults would spring up. All the people she used to cleanse this land would be aware of Tenebrael’s name. Some might even worship her in secret.”

Kenziel’s hand stretched out, making to touch the flatbread wrap. Alyssa swooped in and snatched it away before the angel reached it, setting it on one of the many shelves in the room.

“Then she would need to find another willing group to wipe out the first group,” Kenziel continued with only a small glare in Alyssa’s direction. As she spoke, she continued looking around the room for a new object of interest. “Then another yet again to decimate them. And none of that would do anything to diminish Tenebrael’s power. An angel does not gain strength from having worshipers.”

“If she knows all that,” Alyssa said, grabbing her shotgun from out of the angel’s hands, “then what was she hoping for?”

“Deliverance. I assume. She goes and prays to the Seraphim every day for a flood or a fire or whatever. Something to take the problem out of her hands.” She put on the nastiest grin Alyssa had ever seen on a child. “See, total whiner.”

Kenziel looked like a child. But she sounded like a middle schooler.

“S-She prays to the Seraphim? About this world?”

“Every time she visits the Throne, or so I hear. I’m not always around to see her make a fool of herself,” Kenziel said. This time, she seemed to focus in on one of the potion reagents in the room. Liver of a green fairy, if Alyssa remembered correctly. Useful for alcohol poisonings and hangovers. “Little Addy gets talked about though. She’s always doing something that makes people wonder just what goes on in that glory of hers. Especially lately. She broke a bunch of Virtues and we’re still not sure what to do about it.”

Virtues. Tenebrael’s angelic notes had mentioned them. Information specialists tasked with chronicling all of existence. A bit of a tedious sounding job, in Alyssa’s opinion. If talking to a Seraphim was like talking to a wall, talking to a Virtue was like talking to a wall that could talk back. According to Tenebrael’s dossier, anyway.

But Alyssa wasn’t sure what breaking them was supposed to mean. Adrael attacking Tenebrael wouldn’t seem all that far-fetched. Given their difference in power, it made sense why Adrael hadn’t done so. That difference was likely why she had tried to skulk about in the shadows, puppeting people like they puppeted fairies. But attacking other angels?

Alyssa was about to ask, but Kenziel’s eyes had drifted to the corner of the room. Right onto the staff that leaned against the wall just behind Alyssa’s bed.

Before she even realized what was happening, Alyssa found herself interposed between the angel and the staff. She would have suspected teleportation, except she didn’t have any cards that were supposed to teleport the caster. Maybe one had teleportation as a side effect, like Fractal Mirror, but it was far more likely that she had just dashed over.

“Why are you here?” Alyssa asked, crossing her arms. “You know Tenebrael will be here soon. I doubt she’ll be pleased to find another Archangel mucking things up in her world.”

Archangels were effectively Tenebrael’s antithesis. For an angel who so desperately wanted to escape from her… fate, the class of angels whose jobs it was to return things to normal would be her worst enemies. Even if this one, so far, hadn’t actually done anything.

Or rather, she hadn’t done nothing. That was a thought that made Alyssa frown. Assuming she had been telling the truth about using Divine Inspiration to influence Tzheitza toward more effective potions, could she have been helping? Angels weren’t supposed to lie, but they weren’t supposed to harm people either.

“Well?”

Even after the extra prompting, Kenziel did not respond right away. She just stared with a slowly growing smile on her face. Alyssa might as well have been a transparent pane of glass for all she felt she was doing to block the angel’s sight of the staff.

“I was bored. I’ve finished my assignment—perfectly, I might add—and I doubt that I’ll get a new one with the Throne in the state it is in. So I decided to see what has little Addy all worked up. Thought I might meet with the Dominion after forming a proper plan. Which I have done.” She paused and her vaguely luminescent red eyes focused on Alyssa. “No wonder Addy was whining so much. You stole her staff! A little mortal has her staff? How did you manage that?”

“She threw it at some friends of mine. I got to it before she did. And it’s staying right here, so don’t even think about touching it.”

“Threw it? She let it out of her hands of her own will?” Again, Kenziel put a hand over her mouth as she hissed out something that resembled laughter. “Wait until the others get a load of this.”

“Skewered my friends, perhaps I should say.”

Her laughter died down as her face lost the wrinkles of laughter. “When you said attacked earlier…”

“I was being literal.”

“That’s… interesting.”

Alyssa flicked her eyes upward as a slight movement drew her attention. A black feather. By the time she looked back down, a pale hand with black painted fingernails was resting on Kenziel’s shoulder. Kasita had pulled through.

“I find it rather interesting as well,” Tenebrael said. “I don’t suppose you have any ideas, Archangel?”

Kenziel didn’t turn back. Her face betrayed no surprise at Tenebrael’s presence. “If the Throne granted her authorization—”

“I think we can safely rule out that possibility.”

“She hasn’t traded in her halo for a set of horns. I saw her in the Expanse only a short time ago. After she was whining about your little pet human.” Kenziel turned, slipping out of Tenebrael’s grasp. “Hello, Dominion. I was hoping to speak with you.”
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                “I have gone on a brief walkabout of your world. It is quite the mess. But, I am pleased to inform you that it is not unsalvageable. How would you like to be brought up to a fully compliant status? It won’t be easy, but I think we can get you back to schedule in as little as one thousand three hundred years. Working with a competent Archangel, you’ll hardly have to lift a finger.” Kenziel’s tone had shifted to that of a used car salesman. Except, instead of slapping the roof of a car, she was slapping the roof of a world.

And she clearly had not done research on her potential customer base. The very last thing Tenebrael wanted was to have her world make any kind of sense. That was the whole reason Adrael had been trying to hide her presence rather than come out in the open and work with Tenebrael as was the norm, according to Tenebrael’s angelic notes.

“I think,” Tenebrael said slowly, “I’m going to put you in a tiny box where you’ll never feel the radiance of the Throne again.”

“What?” That wiped the smirking smile off Kenziel’s face. “You can’t do that.”

“Oh but I can. I already tested on poor Iose. She found the experience… disturbing, to say the least.”

Kenziel tried to back away, but Tenebrael still had her black fingernails digging into the angel’s shoulder. A pair of wings sprouted from the diminutive angel’s back. White ones, though a bit off-white. Maybe the color of egg shell or a pale nimbus.

With Kenziel’s two wings and Tenebrael’s four, Alyssa’s small room was getting a little cramped.

Worse, they looked like they were about to start slinging magic around.

In the flash of an eye, Alyssa had her cards in hand. Ethereal chains lashed out from the deck. Two sets. One wrapped around Kenziel, the other around Tenebrael. Tenebrael’s arm snapped to her side as the ghostly links bound her tight.

A glowing white eye, eyebrow raised above it, shot Alyssa a look. Tenebrael was otherwise the picture of calm. She just stood and stared.

“Wh-What? What is this?” In contrast, Kenziel was in a full panic. Her wings, pinned against her back just as her arms were, strained against the chain. And failed to break free.

“If you two fight here,” Alyssa said in the sternest voice she could manage, “you’re going to destroy this building.” Tenebrael opened her mouth, but stalled when Alyssa pointed a finger at the angel. “I’ve seen you and Iosefael fight. Don’t even try to deny it. Tzheitza has been beyond patient with me. But if you guys destroy her potion shop, that patience will surely end. I’m going to be the one in trouble.”

“Analysis,” Kenziel said, momentarily ceasing her struggling. Enochian text scrolled through the air in front of her. “Relic-class miracle. A shadow of the chains designed… to hold back the wolf that will devour a god? But how are they holding me?”

“Curious, isn’t it?”

The Enochian vanished as Kenziel glared at Tenebrael. “Dominion, do something! You can’t let a mortal do this to us!”

“To us? Is she doing something to me?” Tenebrael shifted ever so slightly. Just a subtle jostling of her wings. The chains binding her broke apart. Links snapped and pieces fell.

The spell vanished into motes of light before any part hit the ground, but that didn’t stop Kenziel from following their trajectory all the way down to the floor. After a moment, Kenziel tried the same thing. She shifted and jostled her wings. But her chains didn’t move. If anything, they just constricted tighter around the angel, pressing her wings right up against her back.

“I’d appreciate if you would quit doing that to me,” Tenebrael said with a pout in Alyssa’s direction. “You know it doesn’t work on me.”

“Thought I’d test it again, make sure the first time wasn’t a fluke.” Alyssa tried to inject some humor in her tone. At the same time, she was at least partially serious. Tenebrael was not her enemy. She understood that. That did not mean she liked someone of the angel’s power and whimsy having so much control over her life. If Tenebrael did have a change of heart or found herself compelled to follow some esoteric programming that negatively impacted Alyssa, there would be nothing that Alyssa could do about it.

Her current hope was that connecting to Tenebrael, or to the Throne itself—if such a thing was possible—would give her a hint toward some vulnerability in the angel. She wouldn’t use it unless it became necessary. Despite her conflicted and often changing opinions about Tenebrael, Alyssa would be more than happy to leave the angel to her own devices so long as said devices minimally affected anyone else.

Shaking her head, Alyssa stared at Kenziel. Gone was the haughty demeanor. She looked like the scared pre-teen that she pretended to be. Worried eyes looked from Alyssa to Tenebrael then back again. “What about her?”

“Oh I was quite serious about depositing her in a tiny lockbox. I watched Iosefael try to escape for the better part of a day and I’m confident that I can contain her. An Archangel’s duties are solitary, for the most part. And if she is here, she clearly doesn’t have anywhere more important to be. Not like Principalities, who interact with many others and souls. No one will miss her for some time, I’d imagine.”

“Wait. Wait. I’m not even supposed to be here. I just wanted to know what Adrael was whining about. I didn’t think she was serious about the Dominion being…”

“Being… what?”

“Being so polite… and, uh, understanding of others.”

Alyssa raised an eyebrow. “You can’t seriously think that is going to work.”

“Look. I don’t care about this world. It isn’t my assignment. I just saw an opportunity to show up Addy. All of her whining over the past few hundred years. It is enough to drive an angel insane. But I can see when I’m not wanted. I’m not a fool. Let me go and you’ll never hear from me again.”

“I understand. Whining is quite unbecoming. Your offer is tempting, but let me hit you with a counter offer: No.”

A mystic circle exploded out from Tenebrael’s outstretched hands. Although, it was more triangular in shape. A lot like the teleportation design that Tenebrael used when taking Alyssa to and from Earth, but not quite the same. Given that this circle was apparently designed to take its target and place them into a tiny box cut off from the rest of the universe, Alyssa wasn’t sure that she would have taken a picture of it even if she had her phone up and ready. She could already picture herself showing it to Irulon only to later perish in a place that couldn’t support human life.

Kenziel’s eyes widened as she stared at it. Her eyes whipped back and forth like she was reading a book. Every line seemed to make her more nervous than the last, further reinforcing Alyssa’s desire to never show the circle to Irulon. Before she reached the halfway point, just as Tenebrael started to speak again, Kenziel blurted out a “Stop!”

To Alyssa’s surprise, Tenebrael did. The black-inside-white lines of the magic circle still hung in the air, but she closed her mouth and waited. For a moment, Alyssa worried that Kenziel had done something. Mind control or whatever the equivalent was for angels. Given the lack of internals beneath Adrael’s skin when her arm had been chopped off, Alyssa wasn’t actually sure that angels had physical brains.

But if Kenziel had done something, she would have probably calmed down. She didn’t breathe heavily or sweat at all, but the fear on her face was plain to see. It was a bit odd to see. Tenebrael was always so composed, even when things weren’t going her way. Maybe because she knew she would get her way in the end or maybe because her programming wouldn’t allow her the emotions required to fling a javelin at some mortals. The most panicked Alyssa had seen her had been the night Alyssa wound up in Nod. And that had hardly been panic. Disbelief, sure. But not panic.

Alyssa would have laughed, but she honestly felt a little bad. Maybe it was the childlike face. Kenziel had shown up in what Alyssa suspected was good faith. Never did it cross the little angel’s mind that a meeting with the world’s Dominion would have turned out so poorly. And if Tenebrael was serious about locking Kenziel up for eternity… feeling a little bad would be a drastic understatement.

“Well? Archangel? Did you ask me to stop for a reason? If not—”

“What do you want?”

“To let you go?”

“In general. Maybe I can help.”

“I don’t think you can. It goes against your nature.”

“Careful,” Alyssa said, breaking into their conversation. “Monologuing is how half of all cartoon villains wind up losing.” As bad as she felt for Kenziel, Alyssa really did not want to wake up to the world being destroyed.

“Are you calling me a villain?”

“You certainly dress the part.”

Tenebrael looked hurt. An act, surely. “I would love to sit about monologuing until the Throne is occupied, but people are dying. People are always dying and I’ve got to go collect their souls.”

“Where are your Principalities? Addy mentioned one annoying her. Shouldn’t they be in charge of that?” Kenziel was talking as fast as possible. Probably just trying to stave off Tenebrael activating her teleportation circle just a little longer.

But Tenebrael played right into her questions by answering instead of sending her off and just being done with it. “Iosefael was just helping me out momentarily. I normally take care of everything myself. Principalities are an irritating bunch. They’re too particular about their duties.”

“I could help you!” Kenziel saw her opportunity and she shoved her foot in the door like the overeager salesman she was. “I always wanted to try my hand at Principality work. I thought, after my previous assignment, that maybe I would try getting my role shifted upward. That isn’t going to happen officially now, but I don’t see a reason why I can’t act the part. I can collect souls and deliver them to the Throne just as well as any Principality.”

“And that is where we would have a problem. I do not heed nor pay tribute to an empty chair.”

“C-Chair?” Kenziel looked like she had been slapped despite Tenebrael not having moved a muscle. “You… What are you talking about?”

“The souls I collect do not go to the Throne. They never go near the Expanse. The souls of my world stop at me. I doubt you could even imagine such a thing. And that is why we cannot work together. That is why I have no Principalities running around doing whatever it is they do between deaths. Unfortunately, the bodies are growing cold. You know what happens to souls when they are left in a rotting husk. Prolonging our conversation will only prolong their suffering.”

The mystic circle, which had stilled during their brief conversation, launched into motion. Again, Tenebrael opened her mouth.

Again, Kenziel interrupted.

“I’ll do it!”

And again, the circle slowly stilled.

“Do it?”

“I-I’ll bring the souls to you!”

Alyssa blinked. Tenebrael did as well. The angel had to be thinking the same thing as Alyssa. Kenziel couldn’t be serious. Could she? Angels couldn’t lie. But they couldn’t attack people either. Tenebrael had to be considering that little tidbit as she stared.

“That’s interesting,” Tenebrael said, lowering her arm. The stalled teleportation circle flickered before fading away into nothingness.

“You’re believing her?”

“I believe she can bring souls somewhere other than the Throne. She is not a Principality. I told you before that the lower the station of the angel, the less restrictions they would have. As an angel, she could collect souls just as I do. But, as she isn’t supposed to, she might not have anything stopping her from getting rid of the souls before reaching the Throne.”

“Alright. Sure. But can she isn’t the question. Will she?”

“She said she would. And I am not heartless… I’ll give her one chance.” Tenebrael leaned in close to Kenziel, staring for a moment before smiling. “Two people died during the course of our discussion. Their bodies are already rotting. The souls are corroding. Bring them to me.”

Kenziel nodded her head up and down just about as fast as she could. It made Alyssa sigh. Tenebrael looked to Alyssa, making her sigh a second time. But she lowered her hand, dismissing the Spectral Chains as she moved. Kenziel’s wings practically exploded behind her. The angel must have been straining against the chains as hard as possible.

Alyssa flinched back, closing her eyes for just a moment. When she opened them, all that was left of the Archangel was a handful of floating feathers wafting to the floor. Alyssa plucked one out of the air before it hit anything else, figuring that she could hand it off to Tzheitza for a quick examination. It probably had the same properties as Tenebrael’s feathers, but it might be interesting to know for sure.

As she stared at the feather, she sighed again. “We’re going to regret this.”

“I’ve temporarily closed off my world as best I can. I did so before even appearing here. She won’t be able to flee back to the Expanse. Not easily, anyway. Given some time and effort, she should be able to break through. I’ll be able to hunt her down if she tries to betray us before she makes it, which will be annoying, but it won’t be an insurmountable issue. However, I don’t think she will.”

“You trust her that much?”

“She said she would. Angels can’t lie. We can bend and twist the truth, but she was fairly clear in her words. Not a lot of room for reinterpretation to ‘I’ll bring the souls to you’ now is there?”

“And if she does decide to betray us? Like Adrael decided to attack humans?”

“Believe it or not, I’m almost hoping that she will. It might provide more insight into just how Adrael was able to ignore what should be hard wired into her being. Is it something to do with being an Archangel? Or is Adrael somehow special?”

Alyssa shrugged. She didn’t have an answer and Tenebrael didn’t expect one. “I guess we’ll find out soon enough. It shouldn’t take her long, should it? Although, you didn’t give her your book or tell her where those deaths occurred…”

“She’s an angel. We know these things. The book just helps us avoid surprise.”

“Uh huh. And, supposing she does return. She didn’t say anything to the effect of working with you on a permanent basis. What is stopping her from running back to the Throne the moment you’re not looking?”

“I might still lock her up. Perhaps not permanently. Once we’ve finished with our business on Earth, I can devote much more time to Nod and monitoring what goes on here. We can let her run around then, watching her.”

“She came to offer Tzheitza tips on potion making, apparently.”

“Really?” Tenebrael looked to Alyssa with genuine surprise. “Potions are a corruption of miracles, magic given physical form. I would have thought an Archangel would be vehemently against such things.”

Again, Alyssa could only shrug. If Kenziel could lie, maybe she was trying to trigger an explosion. Melted cauldron bottoms, or something. Maybe Tenebrael’s feathers needed the stem to keep their stability. But if she couldn’t lie… Well, Alyssa would offer the advice to Tzheitza with a warning to take care. Finding out whether the concoctions became more effective or not would be a good way to test Kenziel’s ability to lie.

Or she could just ask Tenebrael.

“Kenziel said that all the magic in your feathers is in the vane and that the stems of your feathers are trash. The potions would be better if the stem were thrown out entirely.”

Tenebrael gasped, staring with longing over her shoulder. “She called my beautiful feathers… trash?”

“Focus, please,” Alyssa said without a single hint of emotion in her voice.

“Though I disagree with the terminology, it sounds correct. How she knows how to make potions out of my feathers is a question I’m not sure I can answer. It doesn’t seem like something an angel would have much experience in. I don’t have any experience in creating potions.”

“Huh. Maybe natural intuition?”

“I’m not sure that angels have intuition.”

Alyssa… didn’t have anything to say about that. Just another oddity of angels being angels, she supposed. But if Kenziel and Tenebrael were right about the feathers, she should definitely tell Tzheitza. Probably soon, before Tzheitza started mashing them up.

How long was Kenziel supposed to be gone for? Alyssa started tapping her foot on the ground. She did throw a glance over her shoulder. The staff was still there. Kenziel hadn’t managed some trickery to get a hold of it. Brakkt was supposed to be dropping by in the morning. Perhaps he knew someone who might make a back-holster for the staff. It seemed like an important thing to get done soon if angels were going to be running around.

Tenebrael looked to be in thought. Her brow was furrowed and her eyes weren’t focused on anything in particular. Maybe she was monitoring Kenziel? Iosefael had mentioned that it was possible to keep track of other angels, so it seemed likely. Alyssa just about asked, but had a better idea as soon as she opened her mouth.

As long as Tenebrael was around, why not get some insight?

“I don’t suppose you know who threw a dagger at me yesterday?”

“Someone threw a dagger at you? You really can’t stay out of trouble, can you?”

“Not as much as I would like, no.”

Tenebrael reached back to her wings and withdrew her little black book. She opened it to the ribbon bookmark and started reading for a moment. “The book doesn’t care about you, so it is a bit difficult to tell. But you were in the field with that relic?”

“Fela? The hellhound?”

“That’s the one.”

“Yeah. Me, her, Tzheitza, a gaunt, and several city guardsmen.”

“You know an Octavia?”

“I knew it.” Well, she had suspected the Taker, so Tzheitza was actually the correct one. But Tenebrael probably didn’t know that. “I don’t suppose your little book shows whatever hole she’s hiding in?”
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                Alyssa woke, feeling slightly nauseous. She kept her eyes closed because of the sensation. It was that unpleasant lead arms and swimming headache that came with a severe lack of sleep. Which was entirely her fault. She had returned late, first of all. Then there was the debacle with Kenziel—who had returned with two crystals in hand; Tenebrael hadn’t eaten them in front of her, but Alyssa didn’t doubt that she would later on. She had gone on and told Tzheitza about the angel’s recommendation for the feathers as well.

Her alarm was buzzing over and over again. Although she wanted nothing more than to silence it, roll over, and sleep longer, Brakkt was supposed to be around sometime this morning. He was coming for Fela and Alyssa wanted to ask about the draken as well… and she now had a location where Octavia was spending her nights. Alyssa had learned from last time. She wasn’t about to rush in like she had back then. She would take her time, consult with people far more experienced than her.

Like Brakkt. Octavia was his sister. With his armor, sword, and experience, he might be able to handle everything entirely on his own. That would be ideal. Alyssa had wound up dragged into far too many incidents. And going to capture a princess, even if she was a disgraced one, would probably not be a very bright thing to do without royal oversight and permission.

But something had to be done. Alyssa hadn’t even seen the girl and she had thrown a dagger. It was probably a grudge, an attack of opportunity. Her hovel was right near the exit to the city, so she could have been simply watching out the window and seen Alyssa pass by with Tzheitza. Pure coincidence. But Alyssa couldn’t risk having the girl following her around the city, throwing daggers whenever it suited her.

Alyssa tried to sit up. Her arms were just too heavy. Lead arms was an understatement. It felt like… like…

Like a hellhound lying half on her.

Alyssa snapped her eyes open with a scowl already on her face. Fela wasn’t completely on top of her. She was kneeling at the side of the bed, but her upper body was draped over the middle of the bed. Right across Alyssa’s midsection, pinning her arms to her side.

And that buzzing of her phone… it was making her headache worse. She couldn’t even reach it to turn off that incessant noise.

“Get off me you stupid mutt,” Alyssa grumbled, trying to shove Fela aside. Maybe it was the angle she was lying at, but Alyssa was having trouble getting leverage. The hellhound felt a lot heavier than she looked. It wasn’t like the hound was fat, but wasn’t muscle supposed to be heavier than fat anyway?

Ugh.

She didn’t budge.

“Ufu~”

Though her arms were pinned to her side, Alyssa could easily turn her head. Kasita stood, leaning against the wall. She had shed her fur and donned her guise as Alyssa’s sister once again. And she had a wide grin on her face.

“Stop smiling and get her off me.”

“I’m not sure what you think I can do to move her if you can’t.”

“At least turn off my alarm. It’s going to drive me insane. Please.”

Thankfully, the mimic complied. As Kasita shoved off the wall and walked over to where the phone sat on a shelf, Alyssa took a breath and tried to twist her entire body. Fela stayed right where she was. Throwing her off was impossible. But Alyssa did manage to slip out from underneath, moving toward the wall where the bulk of her body was not.

The ringing alarm stopped as Alyssa sat up. There were no windows in her room, but she could see daylight peeking between the wooden panels of the door. From a quick message to Brakkt the night before, she knew she would have only about thirty minutes from the time her alarm went off to when he would be arriving. She wanted to eat and at least look presentable before he arrived. For that, she would probably wear the black dress that Irulon had gifted her. It was her only local attire and it was quite clean given its lack of use compared to some of her other outfits.

She really needed to find the time to wash her clothes. Unfortunately, there were no washing machines in Lyria. And, while magic could help, she did not have a single spell called Wash Clothes or anything similar. That meant washing by hand. A time consuming task.

And she just didn’t have that kind of time.

Just like she didn’t have time to deal with Fela.

Alyssa didn’t even bother asking Kasita what they were doing inside her room. Her head hurt too much to think at the moment. She swung her legs right over the top of Fela and dragged herself out of bed. Halfway through donning the dark dress, Alyssa just about gave up and put on regular clothing. It really wasn’t the easiest thing to get into. Especially those stupid sleeve things. She was just going to equip her holsters anyway. They weren’t aesthetically pleasing in the slightest.

“Is something wrong?”

Sighing, Alyssa shook her head. “Just didn’t get much sleep.”

“Ah. Not something I have much experience with.”

“Lucky you.” Calm down, Alyssa told herself. Closing her eyes, she thought back to when Tess had adjusted the sleeves to get them nice and snug. Everything clicked. With a twist of her finger, the sleeves stayed right on her upper arm. “Maybe I can convince Tenebrael to let me get some medicine next time we go to Earth.” If Tzheitza could replicate aspirin or ibuprofen, that alone might revolutionize the menders’ jobs.

“Ah, yes. Earth. I’m not leaving your side, I thought you should know. Not until I get a chance to go back.”

“Sorry about that. Couldn’t really tell Tenebrael to wait. I wish you had been there, though. Tenebrael drew… lines. Just thinking about it is making my head hurt worse. I’d have loved to see what you made of it.”

“Won’t she be doing it again next time?”

“I… actually don’t know what the plan is.”

“You didn’t talk about it last night?”

“We were a bit preoccupied with Kenziel. All I know is that she should be around some time later tonight for the last person. I don’t know if there will be lessons before or after yet. I assume so, but…” Alyssa shrugged, shaking her head. It probably would have been good to ask, but she just hadn’t been thinking about it. Especially not once she got on the topic of Octavia.

Alyssa continued readying, making a small meal of eggs and some bread that was just a little too old. Tzheitza was up already, not working on Tenebrael’s feathers for once. She was concocting some regular potions for some customers. They would need to be delivered later today, apparently. Which shouldn’t be a problem. Talking with Brakkt shouldn’t take all day. Tzheitza knew that he was visiting too, though she hadn’t bothered to dress up at all.

Maybe Alyssa shouldn’t have bothered either.

By the time Alyssa sat down at the stool behind the front counter, it was about five minutes beyond when Brakkt was supposed to have arrived. But she wasn’t worried in the slightest.

This world lacked precise timekeeping measures. Irulon apparently counted seconds constantly to keep track of time, which was utterly insane. Slightly less insane people tended to rely on candles or sundials. The candles would burn down at a relatively constant rate. Markings on the sides of the candle would tell roughly what time it was. There were potion ingredients that could be added to the wick that would change the color or even cause a tiny explosion for alarms.

Sundials worked exactly the same as they had on Earth, as far as Alyssa could tell. She wasn’t exactly an expert on solar timekeeping, but she couldn’t really see how they could be altered significantly.

As far as Alyssa knew, there were no spells that could just pop up with a time. So magic was surprisingly unhelpful as far as keeping track of whens. Then again, Time magic did exist. Loophole was an example of a Time spell. Maybe there was a spell within that school of magic that would work, but most people didn’t use because Time magic was complex and highly ranked.

Kasita took a seat next to Alyssa. There weren’t two chairs, but that didn’t matter to a mimic. Which made Alyssa a little curious about just how horrifying of a Halloween costume Kasita could create. She could probably mimic a skeleton and walk around. People would even be able to reach up behind her ribcage or into her skull. If she were really fancy, she could probably take off her skull and reenact some Shakespeare. Throwing it around probably wasn’t possible. Kasita couldn’t split into two separate parts.

“So how was your brief stay at the palace?” Alyssa said. “I wanted to talk last night, but all that angel nonsense really ruined everything.”

“I tried to keep to Irulon’s floor for the most part. She doesn’t allow guards or servants who aren’t Tess to wander around, which meant I was free to walk around myself. But it was kind of boring otherwise. Because she doesn’t allow servants, the floor was a mess. Broken statues, her laboratory, her bedroom. None of it has been cleared out since the attack. Tess is surprisingly strong for her size, but still only one person and cannot lift the larger statue chunks on her own. So Irulon spent a lot of time cleaning up. Lots of magicking heavy things to where Tess could lift them. Obviously, I couldn’t help much at all.

“The most interesting thing was her meeting with her father. I hid myself beneath her armor in the hopes that the dragon hide would protect me from magic that could reveal me. It had the unfortunate side effect of cutting off my vision, but I could still hear.”

“Yeah, you mentioned that Irulon got herself… in trouble.” Alyssa had been about to say ‘grounded’ but wasn’t sure if they had groundings here. Lots of terminology was the same between here and Earth, but groundings just seemed a little too modern.

“Her father wanted to lock her up. He outright said that she should be imprisoned in their dungeons.”

Alyssa raised an eyebrow, throwing a questioning glance at the mimic. “You failed to mention that in your Message.”

“Apparently Observatorium administrators came to him with complaints about being threatened. The palace guardsman who I used Loophole on had complaints as well, telling plenty of people that Princess Irulon wasn’t really Irulon. The way she just ran off after the attack was suspicious as well. Her father had concerns about the multiple bodies in her laboratory that bore her appearance.”

“She didn’t get locked up, did she?” That seemed like something Kasita definitely should have mentioned, but Alyssa could see her skipping over it with a smile on her face.

Kasita shook her head. “Talked her way out of it. Brakkt helped to back her up.”

“But she still wound up confined to her room.”

“There are some ongoing investigations. The Pharaoh didn’t want her running off again.”

That made Alyssa a little uneasy. Investigations were potentially bad. Especially if they looked in her direction. Poor Oxart had gotten locked up as well. Maybe she would ask Brakkt if anything had been done regarding her yet.

Speaking of Brakkt… Tzheitza’s windows had been repaired just the other day. Through those windows, she saw Darth Vader hopping off the back of a dinosaur—not Izsha or Musca. It was the draken Alyssa had first seen him on, the one with bronze scales on its underside and blue-grey scales elsewhere. Although she had just considered him to be Darth Vader once again, he was not in his armor. It was a simple white… bedsheet. A belt kept it tight around his waist. A bit of golden trim around the neck was the only color on it, and for all Alyssa knew, it was real gold.

Since he wasn’t in his armor, he didn’t have his helmet on, giving Alyssa a clear view of him saying something to his mount. What exactly he said was less clear. Alyssa was not a lip reader like Irulon. But he didn’t tie up the draken like one would for a horse, neither did he hide it around the side of the shop.

There probably wouldn’t be any customers for the duration of his visit.

After saying what he had to say, he walked up to the door and pushed it open, entering with a subtle smile on his face. He looked right at Alyssa, but chose to glance about the shop for a moment or two before making his way over.

“Alyssa, Kasita.” He nodded his head twice, once at each of them. “Good morning.”

Which brought Alyssa up short. Instead of responding in kind, she looked from Kasita to Brakkt. “You two know each other?” Kasita had been around pretty much every time that Alyssa had interacted with Brakkt, but, to the best of her memory, they had never once said a word to each other.

“Like I said, Irulon’s room got boring. And, once she started getting things cleaned up, she started wanting to poke at me again. I entertained myself elsewhere.”

“I see…” Alyssa wasn’t sure she wanted to ask for elaboration on just how Kasita had entertained herself. Instead, she shook her head and focused on Brakkt. “Fela, that’s the hellhound, is sleeping in the back right now. But I had a few things to talk to you about before you rush off to the palace.”

“Yes, you mentioned the draken.” He leaned to the side, looking through the small crack in the backroom door. “But, the hellhound is secure? I’ve brought some restraints—”

“That won’t be necessary. She’s not tied up, but she’s not going to hurt anyone who doesn’t deserve it.” I hope. “She slept on top of me last night and I still have my head,” Alyssa said with a shrug.

“Truly?”

Kasita bobbed her head in the affirmative. “She really doesn’t want to fight people if she can help it. She lost her home and her family and doesn’t have anywhere else to go. I don’t know how well you know monsters, but hellhounds are social creatures. She followed Alyssa, even into a human city, because she is lonely. Alyssa and Irulon might be the only two people she really knows. Well, myself and the draken as well, though I’m not sure how well she really thinks of the draken as people.”

“Speaking of the draken,” Alyssa said. “How often do they get out?”

“Out?”

“When Irulon and I first rode off with Musca and Izsha, they seemed beyond excited to be able to run around in the open. It got me thinking that they weren’t allowed out of the palace all that much.”

“That would be accurate. I try to keep them out of sight of the general populace as much as possible.”

Alyssa glanced over his shoulder to the draken outside. It had just flopped over onto its side, bathing in the morning sun. She decided not to comment on that.

“Would it be that bad to let them out a little more often? I would be happy to take Izsha out on runs around the city once in a while…” Alyssa trailed off as Brakkt sighed.

“It is something I have considered before,” he said, leaning against the counter. “There are a number of problems. Not just the reaction the people will have. The first problem is that… many of the draken residing in the palace are… more… temperamental than Izsha. I notice you didn’t volunteer to take Musca out.”

“Well…”

“She scares you, doesn’t she?”

“I wouldn’t say scares,” Alyssa said slowly. Brakkt raised an eyebrow, putting on a half smile. Which just made Alyssa sigh. “But there might be a bit of intimidation going on there.”

Nodding, Brakkt said, “the others are more akin to Musca than Izsha. The younger ones, at least.”

“But even she wasn’t that bad. She didn’t attack me when Irulon… wound up a bit incapacitated. And wouldn’t they be a whole lot less, shall we say rambunctious? If they got to run around and burn off some of their energy?”

“That… is a possibility.” He fell silent for a moment, looking to Kasita then back to Alyssa. “If you are truly willing to help them, I’ll give it some thought. And I’ll talk with some of the draken and try to get their opinions on the matter. Truthfully, I don’t have all the time I would like to care for them. Most of the palace guard fear them. Or hate them. And I’ve got my own duties. So if you are willing to assist, it would be greatly appreciated.”

Alyssa nodded. She might not have all the time in the world either, but compared to a prince? Most of her days were spent sitting around or delivering potions. And the latter’s time could be lessened if she delivered potions on Izsha. “I also had a thought that it might be good for them to be seen more often. People might not like it, but if people got used to them, they might not complain so much when the draken did need to come out. Maybe they could help hunters or assist with hauling building material, if they were up for that sort of thing. It would get them exercise and let people see them helping humans.”

“That might be a step too far. At least right away. I have a feeling there would be lines of petitioners outside the palace again. Not to mention, we would have to find hunters and architects who aren’t afraid of draken.”

“Which is why we do the first part first, to get people used to draken running around slightly more often than they do now. Ease the people into having monsters around as allies.”

“Like I said, I’ll think about it.”

Nodding again, Alyssa fell silent. That was really all she could ask. Although, she did want to ask if she could borrow Izsha again in the future. A trip back to her home around Teneville would only take a few days on Izsha’s back. She had promised Kasita a small pistol, though handing one over did make Alyssa a little nervous. But aside from that, there were useful things back home. Like her clothes. She had a whole closet full of things that she hadn’t been able to carry when first setting out.

But she could ask later. When she had a more concrete idea of when she should go. It couldn’t be soon because Tenebrael had one more person on her list. And then there was the whole business with…

“There was one more thing,” Alyssa said. Looking up to Brakkt, she wondered if she should have offered him a seat. There were chairs in the partitioned off cubicles where patients received their treatment. But too late now. “A bit more of an important topic, so I wanted to get the monster talk out of the way.”

“Well? You’re avoiding the point.”

“Octavia threw a knife at my head the other night. And, thanks to that, I have discovered where she has been spending her nights.”

Throughout their conversation so far, Brakkt had maintained a fairly jovial mood. Not a joyous laughter, but he came in smiling and looked to be in good humor. As soon as Alyssa mentioned his sister, his mood plummeted. His back stiffened and his lips pressed together into a thin line. “You didn’t think to mention that in your Message?”

“I didn’t know it was her until late last night. I had thought it was the Taker at the time.” It was Tzheitza who had thought it was Octavia.

“You didn’t hurt her?”

Alyssa shook her head. “Never even saw her. Then I figured that we should consult with you before doing anything more.”

Brakkt drew in a deep breath through his nose before letting it out with a small dip of his head. “Good. Don’t go after her.”

“I would prefer it if she would stop throwing daggers at me. One of these times, she might actually get lucky?”

“She has attacked you before?”

“Well… no. I mean, she attacked Tzheitza, who captured her. And I was in the room when she broke free and Irulon captured her. I think this was just an attack of opportunity. Still, I would like there to be no more opportunities.”

“I can agree with that. You said you found her? Octavia wouldn’t be one to stay in a compromised position for long. Tell me what you know.”
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                Octavia didn’t know that Alyssa knew where she lived. How could she? Alyssa hadn’t figured it out through any conventional means. She had cheated. An angel had provided the information. Even if Octavia did move on from her hovel, Tenebrael could presumably point her out a second time. And a third. Tenebrael might not be able to act because of rules and regulations that Alyssa didn’t fully comprehend, but she could provide more information than anyone.

If only Alyssa felt like she could rely on the angel.

Tenebrael had not lied. Almost certainly. Alyssa still wasn’t sure whether she could lie. But Tenebrael was fickle. It would be just Alyssa’s luck to find out that Tenebrael didn’t want to tell her something or other. The angel might be compelled to avoid answering certain things. It was almost worse if she did answer.

Answering prayers breeds dependency.

It was such a simple thought. Too simple. Had Tenebrael not mentioned it all that time ago, Alyssa might never have considered it. Now that she had, it wouldn’t leave her mind. Every single interaction with the angel was tainted by those four words. From healing herself or Irulon to providing transportation. Every action the angel took had to be treated with suspicion. Was she trying to worm her way into Alyssa’s life, making herself necessary?

It was hard to say. Especially when Alyssa was the one to have asked about Octavia in the first place. That question hadn’t had much thought behind it. It had been a bit of idle chatter to fill dead air while waiting for Kenziel to return. Since she had the information, she was going to use it. But in the future, she might try to be a little more careful about leaning on an angel.

Although, looking around, Alyssa wasn’t quite sure how knowing an address wound up with the current situation. She was in shock. Breathing was difficult. She had an unpleasant sensation in her stomach. Her hands felt clammy. And she wasn’t the only one. To her side, Tzheitza sat in her chair with a stiff back. Her face was set in a scowl. On Alyssa’s other side, Kasita flickered. Just a bit. A sign of worry? Even Brakkt’s stern face betrayed a hint of nervousness.

Or maybe Alyssa was projecting.

The only one at the table who definitely wasn’t worried was Fela. The hellhound opened her mouth wide in a gaping yawn. The flames in the corners of her eyes were only slightly larger than candles at the moment.

“Could you repeat that?” Alyssa said, looking back to Brakkt.

“My father is on his way. A servant will be bringing my armor and Irulon will be arriving along with them.”

“The Pharaoh is coming here?” Alyssa didn’t know why she felt so nervous all of a sudden. Their father was just another guy. A powerful arcanist who could apparently stop invasions with a snap of his fingers, sure. The leader of a nation.

“He wants my sister under control.”

“Understandable,” Alyssa said after a moment. Had she done anything to offend the Pharaoh? Probably. And, looking to her side, she winced as she glanced to Kasita and Fela. The two of them were monsters and one of them had impersonated Irulon. “But here? Personally? Doesn’t he have people he can send to handle these things?”

“His daughter, his responsibility. I imagine that he doesn’t want to give more cause for the nobles to act against us. And he wants to stop Octavia from dragging the royal family through the mud.”

“So this is like a secret operation.”

“It is impossible for my father to go anywhere without someone being aware of it, but by taking care of this himself, he doesn’t have to tell people definitively what he is doing.”

Alyssa slumped back in her chair. She wasn’t sure if that made sense—people would probably see him dragging his daughter back to the palace in chains. Despite acting otherwise around Chris and Jason her actual knowledge of Lyrian politics was distressingly low considering how much time she spent around the royals. “What about Kasita and Fela? Do they need to hide? Run?”

Kasita bobbed her head in an enthusiastic agreement. “I was so careful to avoid him while in the palace and now he is coming here?”

To Alyssa’s surprise, Brakkt smiled. “If you think my father was unaware of your presence, you were fooling yourself.”

“Oh,” she said, sinking slightly.

“As for the hellhound, I doubt it would be possible to keep her at the palace for long if my father was against it. If she truly has my sister’s scent and helps us locate her, he won’t have a problem. My father is far more reasonable than the image of him I suspect you’ve built up in your head. He lets me keep the draken, after all.”

And I’m sure that’s because he is very reasonable and not because his son asked, Alyssa thought to herself. Still, he was probably right. Especially if he really had been aware of Kasita’s presence and hadn’t bothered to throw her out.

Mildly satisfied that he wasn’t going to attack any of Alyssa’s friends, she turned to her next biggest fear. Tenebrael hadn’t been lying. But, in the slightly tiny possibility that she had, or that she had simply been wrong, all this huge ordeal of bringing the Pharaoh down from his throne would become a waste of time. Alyssa did not want to be known as the woman who wasted the Pharaoh’s time.

She bit her lip as Tzheitza broke into the conversation.

“And why here? I’ve a business to run if yer done scaring off all my customers with yer haberin monsters.”

“You actually fought with my sister, didn’t you? I’d like to go over tactics she used, how you subdued her, and anything else of note. I’ll compensate you for your time, of course.”

Tzheitza grumbled, looking more annoyed now than worried. Perhaps because of the assurance that the Pharaoh wouldn’t be upset with a bunch of monsters being in the middle of his city. Alyssa could only imagine what kind of trouble she would be in if someone like Decorous found out about Fela and Kasita. Or even the Pharaoh, if he hadn’t first found out from his children. It was odd that the leader of the highly insular humans was so open to interacting with monsters. He had a son that kept draken as mounts and companions and a daughter with a dragon in her head.

It made her wonder just how much of the human policy of being so against monsters was his doing and how much was public pressure. Maybe he was more reasonable than Alyssa feared. It would certainly be interesting to meet him, though she still had butterflies in her stomach at the thought.

Brakkt and Tzheitza started going over Octavia. Her throwing daggers were enchanted with a variety of effects, from ice to fire, drowsiness to outright poison. She tended to use a spin throw at shorter ranges, rather than a straight toss, which had failed a number of times when she had been fighting Oz and Tzheitza. Whether because she had misjudged the distance or because she was just bad at it, Tzheitza wasn’t sure. The straight tosses had longer range, but were far more inaccurate. Aside from the daggers, she was quick and agile but with a poor grasp of tactics, as evidenced by her attacking two experienced mercenaries and one experienced mercenary accompanying a Rank Six arcanist and a hellhound.

Alyssa remained silent for the discussion. She had really only seen Octavia fight once. Oz had put her down quick enough that she wasn’t even sure that she could call it a fight. The only other time she had actually seen Octavia had been in Irulon’s laboratory. And she had been chained up and immobile then.

A thump outside the building made everyone tense. Even Fela. They were in the back room, away from windows that people might peer through, but there also weren’t a lot of exits if something went sideways. There was the door in Alyssa’s room, but it was blocked off pretty well. They could make one, but Tzheitza would probably not be too happy.

Brakkt drew his sword. He didn’t have his armor, but he still had that glowy sword with him. Alyssa had her cards. Tzheitza’s bandoleer was never far away. Fela was a weapon all on her own. Kasita… Kasita…

Kasita was missing. Again. She usually disappeared during times like these.

Though she didn’t stay missing for long. Before anyone could so much as move toward the door, it opened. Kasita walked through pointing over her shoulder. “The Pharaoh is here.”

Tension dropped drastically, though it didn’t quite fall to zero. Brakkt sighed and sheathed his sword. Alyssa and Tzheitza both lowered their implements, but, after sharing a glance with each other, neither saw fit to completely put them away. Fela turned to face everyone in the room in sequence, looking like she had no idea what was happening.

“Perhaps you all should stay here momentarily,” Brakkt said, walking up to Kasita and the door. “I’ll ensure that there are no surprises. Wouldn’t want any accidents happening.”

“That sounds like a good idea.” If it came down to it, Alyssa could probably Spectral Chains the Pharaoh to allow Kasita and Fela time to escape. But she absolutely did not want to do that. Assuming she survived the encounter, she would have to go on the run without a doubt.

He nodded, closing the door behind him as he left.

“I don’t know how to meet a Pharaoh,” Alyssa suddenly realized. She looked to Tzheitza. “Do you bow or kneel?” She wasn’t sure how she felt about kneeling. But when in Rome… She hadn’t done anything similar when first meeting Brakkt, but she had met him in combat, basically. Irulon had been in a classroom setting when they first met. A classroom setting where Alyssa had been trying to avoid drawing too much attention to herself. Bowing then would have stood out even more than just bumbling about.

But a pharaoh was like a king. Not bowing to a king was probably a good way to get executed, or something.

“Calm yerself. This ain’t a formal setting. If this were the throne room, you’d best be kissing the floor.”

“So I… don’t have to worry?”

“Just try not to offend him.”

“I’ll try?” Alyssa glanced to Kasita then to Fela. Hopefully they were listening too.

The door slammed open. Everyone jumped, but Alyssa breathed a sigh of relief when she saw who was standing at the threshold.

“Irulon,” she said with a smile. A familiar face was always good to see in stressful situations. She looked much better than the last time Alyssa had seen her. Last time, she had barely been able to keep walking. Her exhaustion from their trip had taken its toll at the time, but she looked good now. And she was all armored up as if she were heading to battle. Which she might very well be. It had been cleaned, clearly. The black scales gleamed in the light. There wasn’t a speck of dust to be seen.

As she waltzed into the room, offering a nod in Alyssa’s direction, someone else filled her vacancy at the door.

Tess carried a wooden crate the size of a washing machine. It had to be heavy, but she didn’t even look strained. She dropped it on the floor right in front of Alyssa.

“You left these at the palace,” Irulon said, hopping onto the table and crossing her legs. “And with how overbearing my father has been, I haven’t had an opportunity to see them delivered. You make one little insinuation to some of the Observatorium’s administrators and suddenly you’re an irresponsible, foolish little girl.”

Alyssa opened her mouth, hesitated, then decided not to comment on Irulon’s problems. Instead, she looked down to the wooden chest. “The food?” she said. It was the only thing she could remember having left at the palace. Flipping up the latch—there wasn’t a lock on it—she opened the top.

It wasn’t food.

“I went through all that effort to pick out clothing for you and you just left it behind.”

“My arms were full. And I wasn’t sure if I was just borrowing it or if you were giving it to me.” There were five full outfits inside, including footwear and a pair of gloves. Three of them were elegant enough to be on par with the black dress that Alyssa had on at the moment. One looked like fairly utilitarian working clothes that had not been among the clothes that had been presented back at the palace. The last…

Alyssa pulled out a black scaled armor suit identical to the one Irulon was wearing. Tzheitza sucked in a small breath as she saw what it was. When Alyssa had been in the potion shop before leaving, Tzheitza hadn’t been around and Alyssa had been out of it before coming back. Just like Irulon’s suit, it had been cleaned thoroughly. Far better than Alyssa’s makeshift job of it back on Earth. The scales practically sparkled.

“Isn’t this extremely rare and valuable? Can I accept this?”

“I destroyed incredibly rare clothing of yours. In fact, it was clothing from your…” she trailed off for a moment, flicking her eyes to Tzheitza. “Homeland,” she ended up with. “That possibly far more rare than dragon hide. It is only fair that I replace it.”

“Yeah, but that was a cheap shirt and pants. They probably cost the equivalent of a few meals at a cheap tavern.”

“In your homeland, yes. Here, they were irreplaceable. And this will protect you, hopefully. What you represent is even more valuable.”

“Well, unless I can convince my angelic friend to bring me more. The clothes, that is, not mes.” She would probably tell Irulon about Jason and Chris sooner or later. Maybe after the third Earthling arrived, she would want to meet with them. Analyze them or whatever.

“Ah yes, angels. Another topic I wanted to discuss with you. And the staff. You still have it, correct?”

“It’s in my room,” Alyssa said, nodding to the back.

“Excellent. After this business with my sister, I would like to see it again. For now, go change into the armor. It would be unfortunate if you caught a poisoned blade in that flimsy dress.”

“I’m coming with you guys? I thought I would just point out where Octavia was then leave it to you.”

“Of course you’re coming. And my father has been… most interested in meeting you.”

“Oh.” Tess had left the door ajar when she entered. No one had followed her in yet, so Alyssa leaned to the side, trying to peek out and at least get a glimpse of the man who ruled the city before she had to meet him. Unfortunately, the angle was all wrong. She could hear voices, Brakkt and another’s whose voice was similarly deep, but she couldn’t hear their exact words.

“Go change.”

“Right.” Sighing, Alyssa slipped into her room with the scale armor in hand. Moving across the room didn’t help the angle at all. With her room in the very back, it actually made it worse. But there shouldn’t be anything to worry over. Irulon would have warned her. Or Brakkt. And Tzheitza didn’t look too worried. All her effort of putting on the detached sleeves was going to waste, but having armor back definitely made up for it.

Unfortunately, the armor had not been readjusted for Alyssa’s body size. It still had that gap right in the chest. Projectile Reflection would keep her mostly safe as long as she stayed away from anyone, so she went ahead and applied that spell. She considered keeping a shirt on underneath, but the armor was tight enough without.

As she dressed, Alyssa looked over to the staff. Irulon had wanted to see it and it was just gathering dust. Maybe she would have a good idea of who could create a holstery sheath for it. And maybe it wouldn’t be bad to bring along with her. It blocked magic. Or it blocked Fractal Lock, anyway. She hadn’t really gotten around to testing it thoroughly. The Taker could use magic. She wasn’t sure about Octavia, but Octavia had vanished from Fela’s senses back in the maize.

And maybe it would make her look slightly more impressive in front of the Pharaoh.

When Alyssa finished, she stepped back into the room with everyone else, staff in hand. If it turned out to be unnecessary, she could always go put it back. More people were inside the room now. Brakkt stood to one side, holding his arms out in a T-pose as two other men helped him equip his heavy armor. His bedsheet toga was folded up on the counter. Alyssa caught sight of the ridges of his stomach before one of the servants let an undershirt cover him. Shaking her head, Alyss switched her attention to the man who had to be the Pharaoh.

He looked younger than Alyssa expected. A lot younger. He could have been Brakkt’s brother, but that clearly couldn’t be the case. He did have a deep widow’s peak in his dark hair, which was quite long, hanging down to his shoulders. The only facial hair he had, aside from his thin eyebrows, was directly beneath his lips. It was a beard that stretched down to a sharp point a few inches under his chin. His robes were scarlet, looking fairly plain. Maybe there was some yellow trim, but it didn’t look like it had gold woven into it like some of Irulon’s clothes. The most notable feature was a strange collar-like article that went over the robes. It was black with gold trim. From the high neck, it went halfway down his chest, and was the same in the back, but the shoulders curled upward. They were stiff and, frankly, it looked like he had to be careful not to gouge out people’s eyes as he walked around.

Alyssa, frozen in the doorway, felt her stomach flip as he turned his violet eyes to her. Apart from the length of his beard, he looked remarkably like Brakkt. But where Brakkt kept a fairly neutral expression on his face, the Pharaoh had a gaze like a laser beam. It was like he was staring through Alyssa, analyzing her very being. For all Alyssa knew, that was exactly what he was doing. Spectral Sight didn’t work on her, but who knew what other similar things existed that did work.

He did not have a tome at his side, Alyssa couldn’t help but notice. He was supposedly a Rank Six arcanist, one of only four in the city, including Alyssa. Did he use a deck more like that of the Society of the Burning Shadow? A simple thing with only a metal ring holding it in place? That would be easier to hide in his robes.

“So this is the woman my daughter has been traipsing about with. A Rank Six arcanist that showed up out of nowhere.” He didn’t smile or smirk. He didn’t frown or glower. He just stared. “She doesn’t look like much.”

“I assure you, she is quite capable,” Irulon said, stepping a little closer to her father. She carried herself with a formality that Alyssa had only seen at the Observatorium. Once again, she had put on a regal mask. “I have personally witnessed her perform feats of magic I suspect even you would have difficulty replicating.”

Alyssa winced, wishing that Irulon would just shut up. The Pharaoh might be a hardened man, but he might also have an ego as fragile as a glass doll. Alyssa didn’t want to see which if at all possible and comparing their magical prowess seemed a good way to test it. But Irulon wasn’t done yet.

“As Brakkt can attest to, she single handedly disrupted the plans of the Society of the Burning Shadow on three separate occasions. She survived an encounter with the Taker and likely would have killed him had I been a little more trusting with which spells I offered her. Within the palace, she managed—”

The Pharaoh held up a hand. Irulon fell silent instantly.

His form flickered. “Chronosphere,” he said.

Alyssa tensed. A card that definitely had not been in his hand a moment ago expanded outward, turning into a transparent bubble.

“Fath—” was as far as an indignant Irulon got before the bubble encompassed her. Irulon stopped moving completely. The bubble didn’t stop there. A resounding thrumb reverberated through the building as Tzheitza, Kasita, and Fela were encompassed. Even Brakkt and his servants wound up caught in its expansion.

The bubble washed over Alyssa, carrying a chill with it.

But she was fine otherwise. She looked around. It was dark all of a sudden. None of the light potions were actually putting out light. The sun still came into the main room and, with the door open, she could still see, but it was far more difficult.

Until she activated Night Vision.

“Continuum Split,” the Pharaoh intoned. He was the only one moving apart from Alyssa. Everyone else might as well be statues.

And he was attacking?

“Accelero.”

In the blink of an eye, he had moved around the table in the middle of the room and crossed the distance until he was standing right in front of Alyssa.

She didn’t wait to see what he might do. Spectral Chains wrapped around him, binding his arms to his sides and keeping him from moving.

“Shift.”

He vanished. The empty chains fell to the floor before crumbling into nothingness. Alyssa gaped. Even angels couldn’t escape from her Spectral Chains. But he had.

“Continuum Split,” he said again.

Alyssa snapped her head up, finding him standing right back where he had started.

“Disturbance Field.”

Golden light filled the area around Alyssa, creating a ring of shifting sand. The staff. It took a second to remember, but it blocked incoming magic. It might have been why his first spell hadn’t affected her. Had he known? Or had he been planning on doing something without her being able to fight back. She wasn’t sure what the golden sands were supposed to do, but waving the staff’s head through the grains caused the sand to fall to the ground, inert.

Empty Mirror sprung up around her at the same time. She dashed to the side as soon as she was invisible. Thankfully, the staff didn’t block magic that she cast on herself. If it did block it, her Fractal Mirror while fighting Adrael would have failed and she probably would have died.

“Paradox.” Nothing happened. The Pharaoh’s face turned to a frown as he looked around the room. “Rewind,” he tried.

Alyssa breathed a sigh of relief. She had a second to think while his spells weren’t doing anything. What was this? A test? A fight? Had Irulon shattered his ego? Spectral Chains hadn’t worked and that was really her only non-lethal incapacitating spell. Immolating Gloves might burn him to death and Spectral Axe wouldn’t work out any better.

He had to be using Time magic. She knew it existed from the Loophole spell and the names he was prattling off sounded like they fit. But it wasn’t quite as good as Tenebrael’s ability to stop time. Now that she had a moment to breathe, Alyssa was noticing movement. Irulon’s hands were making their way to her spell tome. At the rate she was going, it would be morning before she actually drew a spell, but it was proof that she wasn’t utterly inviolable like what Tenebrael did.

“You had best stop,” Alyssa said, trying to make her voice as firm as possible. As soon as she spoke, he turned, but he didn’t attack. She still moved around the room a bit more, but not attacking was a good sign. So far, she had been treating him as a real enemy. If this was just a test, then maybe he would listen to reason. And she had a pretty good reason why he should stop. “I don’t have many ways of nonlethally stopping you if you’re going to ignore my Spectral Chains.”

She might be able to Fractal Lock him, but getting him out would be an ordeal. Besides that, she didn’t want to waste harder to draw cards on what might just be a spar.

“I have died many times. You will not be my end.”

That… was some arrogance. She could see Time magic being able to fix injuries easily enough. The real question was whether or not it could put his soul back into his body after it was torn out with a Spectral Axe. Alyssa wanted to say that no, it wouldn’t. But surely Irulon had mentioned that Spectral Axe was a spell in her deck. She made a note to ask Tenebrael later.

For now… “I’m not going to try to kill my friend’s dad. If you insist on this… nonsense… I’ll just leave. It isn’t like you can stop me.”

He turned slowly, trying to keep facing Alyssa even as she hurried around the room, not wanting to stand around talking in one spot. “You are immune to a surprising number of spells. The typical counter to Chronosphere is an Accelero before you find yourself engulfed. You did not do so. You did nothing. So how are you moving at a proper speed?”

“Lots of magic doesn’t work on me.” Even less with the staff. “It’s just an inherent trait I grew up with.”

“Hm. Interesting.” He raised a hand again. “Very well. I will call this off.”

“Oh good.” Alyssa didn’t relax. If anything, she was more on guard. She kept moving around the room despite his words. Until things started moving again, Alyssa wouldn’t be letting her guard down.

“But you must understand my concerns when a powerful arcanist arrives in my city and begins making overtures toward my daughter.”

“I, uh, what?” That stopped Alyssa up short. “Overtures? Our meeting was a complete coincidence. Not one I’m unhappy about, but still a coincidence.”

“And entering my city?”

“If I wanted to hurt your city, I would have done it while you were gone. As Irulon said, I did stop a few plots by the Society of the Burning Shadow. Not quite as single handedly as she might believe. Tzheitza and Kasita helped me out a great deal.”

“Ah yes. The mimic. I considered disposing of it when I first noticed it in the palace. Only its relatively harmless nature stayed my hand.”

“Well, thanks. I appreciate that. And I’m sure she does too.”

“You have a proclivity for monsters rivaled only by my son.” He moved away from his position in the middle of the room to leer at Fela. One of his hands stroked his beard while the other found a place at the small of his back. Fela’s eyes were locked onto the now empty doorway leading to Alyssa’s room. She didn’t notice the Pharaoh standing over her. If he so chose, it would likely be a simple matter to snap her neck.

No wonder Tess had said that the Pharaoh could have cleaned up an invasion in seconds. It didn’t matter if time was stopped or just very slow. With time on his side, how could he possibly lose? None of the decks Alyssa had seen on the Society of the Burning Shadow members had anything that could stand up to this one spell. Even if they had a Spectral Axe out, it wouldn’t matter if they couldn’t perceive him fast enough to hit him.

Alyssa glanced out the main door, wondering just how far the effect spread. Was it just this room? Was the whole city moving like it had sunk into a sea of molasses?

He didn’t actually touch Fela. Thankfully. He turned and looked toward Kasita, this time. Where Fela was slowly turning her head to where the Pharaoh had been standing when time had slowed, Kasita wasn’t moving at all. Her head stayed perfectly still. Even the brown hairs dangling freely from her head were locked in place. It was a bit odd, but it must have been because of her nature as a mimic. Some interaction that Alyssa didn’t fully understand.

“I simply believe that not all monsters should be judged because some of them are less than friendly toward humans. Kasita has been a good friend. She has saved my life in the past. And that of your daughter.”

“You heard, I’m sure, but I was just at the Fortress of Pandora. I wonder if you would say the same had you been able to see what I saw there.” He sounded almost solemn.

The Fortress of Pandora, Alyssa knew, was a human fortification built on a little isthmus that separated Lyria and the rest of the human cities from the monster infested ruins of the First City. A vast and unnatural desert created by the use magic on par with weapons of mass destruction. But she hadn’t heard too much about what life was like down there. She assumed that nothing went on for the most part. That the guards and such would be more of watchmen than actual fighters.

Things suddenly started moving before Alyssa could finish her thought.

“—ther. Don’t you dare…” Irulon trailed off, looking around. She scowled when she saw him standing over Fela, who had stumbled back, sticking her tail right in the fireplace. It was a good thing that she was fireproof. “If you’ve harmed her, I will be exceedingly displeased.”

“Calm yourself. She is fine,” he said, waving a hand directly at Alyssa. Coincidence? Had he been toying with her? That Accelero spell had let him move extremely fast, yet he hadn’t actually attacked her. And if he had anything that destroyed the environment around Alyssa, her staff wouldn’t have done anything to stop the house from collapsing on top of her. Maybe she was a little lucky that he wasn’t an enemy. “We just had a small discussion.”

As he spoke, Alyssa let her invisibility drop. She gave a small nod to Irulon, who narrowed her eyes and nodded back. Maybe she was suspicious about what really happened, but she could probably figure it out. Kasita, Alyssa was glad to see, was moving again. If she had suffered yet another negative and unintended effect from magic being used around her, she might need to get away from arcanists entirely.

Alyssa’s fingers curled tightly around the staff. She now had yet another reason to keep it close on hand at all times. It was a Time magic countermeasure. And who knew what else.

The Pharaoh turned to Alyssa and… did he just wink at me? She wasn’t sure what that was supposed to mean and she wasn’t sure she wanted to know. But he turned away quickly enough, looking first to Irulon then to Brakkt, whose servants hadn’t stopped equipping his armor despite the commotion.

“Let us make haste, my children. I would like to collect your sister before she has a chance to flee.”
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                Not wanting to spook Octavia, Alyssa, Brakkt, Irulon, Fela, and the Pharaoh—whose real name Alyssa still didn’t know—were all under an invisibility spell. Irulon had handed over a larger version of Empty Mirror that encompassed them all for Alyssa to cast. The reason why Alyssa had to cast it instead of Irulon was because of the staff. When Irulon tried it, it had failed. Just like everything else that failed when directed at the staff. Alyssa could have stayed alone and cast her own Empty Mirror while they were under the larger one, but that would have left her bumbling around them. It was nice that they didn’t have to all guess where each other was walking, as Alyssa and Irulon had to do when they first went into the Society of the Burning Shadow’s church.

However, they did have to watch out for pedestrians. Because the bubble of fractal shards was so large, it would be too easy for someone to walk right inside and see them.

More than once, the five of them had to duck into a side street or even an alley. Getting so close to the others, mostly the Pharaoh, was an awkward affair. And it was unfortunately necessary. Kasita, in a perfectly average disguise, was walking ahead of them to provide warning of anyone that might pop out of a building or alley. Her heightened awareness of everything around her made her uniquely suited to the task.

It wasn’t perfect. A door opened right as they were walking past. Alyssa froze as a man stepped out. He froze as well, apparently not having expected to find the Pharaoh on his front porch. But none of the others seemed worried. The Pharaoh, dispassionately, held up a card. “Rewind,” he said.

The man flickered and vanished. The door was shut. It didn’t close. It was shut as if it had never been opened in the first place. A few seconds later, after the group had moved on from the house, the man stepped out again. He looked more confused than last time, but didn’t stop for long before continuing on with his day.

“He’ll feel a weird sense of having exited his house only moments ago,” Irulon said as if reading Alyssa’s confusion, “but he won’t remember exactly what happened.”

“What if there was someone else in the house? Wouldn’t they notice him suddenly pop back to where he was a few seconds before?”

“The entire building reset. Everyone and everything within would have jumped backward in time several seconds.”

Alyssa shook her head, hardly believing what she was hearing. Magic could do plenty of crazy things, but this all seemed more like something Tenebrael would do. Not mortals. Why was Irulon even studying Fractal magic when Time magic existed?

The answer, as Irulon had said a long time ago, was because Fractal magic dealt with theoretical other worlds. A topic Irulon was interested in. But still, that was just Irulon. “Why does Lumen, or anyone, bother with anything else? Why settle for a little laser beam when you control time?”

“Unless you are capable of Rank Six Time magic, you won’t find it very useful,” the Pharaoh answered instead of Irulon. He walked with his hands tucked into the small of his back, both in clear view. Alyssa still didn’t know where he kept his spell cards. Even watching him closely as he drew one from nowhere, she still had no clue.

Him drawing a card did make her tense, but the tension died off as he held it out to her. She accepted it and looked it over, feeling slightly faint as she saw just how many lines covered the small sheet of paper. Her hand cramped up just thinking about it. The design was on par with some of the worst Fractal spells Alyssa had tried to copy down over the past few days.

That didn’t stop her from snapping a picture of it.

“There are a few lower ranked spells, but nothing particularly outstanding. There are so few Rank Six arcanists that it isn’t a properly researched school of magic. I advanced the art by leaps and bounds on my own, much as my daughter is doing to the branch of Fractal magic.”

“Which spell is this?”

“Accelero. Rank Six.”

“You used that one earlier,” Alyssa said, typing down the spell name in her phone. “It… made you really fast?”

“That would be a simple way of putting it, yes.”

Alyssa was perfectly fine with simple. Maybe she shouldn’t be, but Tenebrael was already working on complex magical things. One day, with the help of Tenebrael and Irulon, Alyssa might feel more confident in delving into higher ranked magical theory. But she didn’t even know how a simple Light spell worked.

As soon as she finished logging the Accelero spell in her phone, Alyssa eyed the Pharaoh, wondering if he might part with a few more spells. With her current deck, she thought she might be a good match against the Taker. But if she had that Chronosphere spell? He would be dead before he knew what hit him.

Fela let out a low growl before Alyssa could ask. “I smell it again,” she said, flaring her nostrils.

“We are getting close,” Alyssa said, almost relieved that Fela was backing her up. She had been just the slightest bit worried that Tenebrael’s information would have dragged everyone out of the palace for nothing. “It should be just… over… Fela? What are you doing?”

The hellhound had stopped in the gap between two buildings, looking down the alley. “The smell is this way.”

“But…” Alyssa had her finger pointed in the same direction they had been heading. “Did she figure out we were coming?”

“Perhaps my daughter is not as foolish as we might believe. Brakkt, Irulon, continue on and secure the home your young friend pointed out. If Octavia is there, capture her. I will follow the monster’s sense of smell.”

The two nodded. Brakkt started walking, but had to pause before leaving the bubble of fractal glass. Irulon hadn’t followed despite her nod. “Alyssa? Are you coming with us or will you go with my father?”

The answer on Alyssa’s lips was to go with Irulon. It really hadn’t been a choice in Alyssa’s mind until she said that. But, now that she was thinking about it, that would leave Fela alone with the Pharaoh. He probably wouldn’t hurt her. After that impromptu spar, if that was what it was, Alyssa just wasn’t sure how much she actually trusted him.

Had Irulon asked that on purpose? Did she suspect her father of foul play? Or was the paranoia just getting to Alyssa.

“I’ll stick with the Pharaoh. It will keep the groups even. Just keep Kasita safe.” The mimic had noticed that the group had stopped moving. She was disguising her own stalling as simply being interested in a rusted sword that was leaning up against a house. Every few seconds, she would glance back. From having asked, Alyssa knew that seeing through Empty Mirror was a lot like trying to see angels, though slightly less straining.

Irulon nodded, probably having expected the answer. She stepped away from Alyssa, moving right next to Brakkt, and cast another Empty Vessel. The two of them faded from view, leaving Alyssa alone with the Pharaoh. Kasita didn’t move. A few moments later, she disappeared as well. Alyssa glanced about, wondering if anyone had seen, but the few people that were on the street didn’t seem alarmed in the slightest.

Of course they weren’t panicked. Irulon wouldn’t have moved forward if people had been watching Kasita.

“Alright Fela,” Alyssa said, turning away from the main street. “Lead the way.”

After passing through the alley, Fela continued straight across the street. Without Kasita walking ahead of them, Alyssa had been a little nervous about stepping out into a new street, but her confidence was bolstered by the presence of the Pharaoh. With time control, what did it matter if someone saw them?

Though he was strangely silent. As they crossed into another alley, back behind a building, twisted through a poorly designed section of the city, and came out on another street, he kept to himself. His eyes were thin slits, focused straight forward. Never once did he glance to Alyssa. She wasn’t even sure that he was really watching Fela.

But, after another two back alleys and a street, Fela stopped. Most houses were nothing special to look at. They tended to be single room buildings. Maybe two rooms. Down in the markets, the buildings were more like Tzheitza’s shop with a public area and private living quarters all under the same roof. Here, however, most home occupants were likely farmers.

“It is strongest here,” Fela said. “I don’t like it. The smell burns my nose.”

“Well, she probably hasn’t had a bath since Irulon caught her since all the guards are keeping an eye out for her.” Between the Waters Street gang being under heavy attack by the city guard and her own part in their activities coming to light, she couldn’t have been having a fun time of it.

“Filthy humans are everywhere. This doesn’t smell like the rest of them.”

“But you’re sure it is her?”

“It’s the same as the field. Much, much stronger, but the same.”

“How do you want to handle this?” Alyssa asked, looking up to the Pharaoh. He was pinching the tip of his beard between two fingers, staring at the house Fela had pointed out. “Unless she can reset time like you, my Spectral Chains should be able to hold her. But if you have something better…”

“She may not be alone. The Taker has not been found yet either. Follow behind me. Chain anything that moves.”

Six cards just appeared in his hand as he spoke, fanned out like… a fan. It was the same hand that he had been stroking his beard with. He hadn’t drawn them from anywhere. He hadn’t activated a spell through speech. His beard was not nearly so thick that they could have been hiding inside, but that really was the only explanation.

Alyssa wanted to learn that trick. Irulon did something similar, though she had to pass her hand near her tome at the very least. It probably wouldn’t be that useful for Alyssa, seeing as she could simply hold out the entire deck and cast individual spells like that, but still.

“Fela,” Alyssa said. “Stay right outside the building. Watch our backs and make sure no one sneaks up behind us.”

“Have the hellhound follow us inside,” the Pharaoh said.

“What? But—”

“If any part of it becomes visible, even accidentally, I will not protect it from the repercussions should people spot it. Keep it under your shroud or send it out of my city.”

Alyssa scowled, but nodded slowly. “Better do as he says,” she said to Fela. The bubble of glass shards that surrounded them did not pass through walls, so he was probably right. That did not mean that she liked the way he phrased it. ‘Will not’ implied that he could protect Fela and was choosing not to. He was going to let her into the palace, wasn’t he?

He didn’t give her a chance to ask. With the cards at the ready, he headed straight for the building. Instead of opening the door using any method a normal person might use, he lifted a foot and kicked. The entire door crashed to the ground with him on top of it.

Alyssa followed after him, cards in one hand and staff in the other—yet another reason to get a holstery thing for the staff. Being unable to draw her pistols left her feeling strangely vulnerable. But she could consider that later. For now, she stared, looking for anything that moved.

What she found made her gasp.

Bodies were strewn about the floor of the building. Contorted, bloodied husks. One had been dismembered. Its legs and arms were in neat rows next to the torso. The head was nowhere to be seen. Another looked mostly normal except for the chest. There was no skin around the chest. The rib cage hung in the air, displaying the torn remains of its internals.

The heart was still beating, though the body wasn’t moving.

One was pressed up in the corner, knees huddled up with its hands pressed to its chest. She might have thought it was just scared if not for the face. The eyes were rolled back so far that only whites could be seen while the jaw hung clear to the notch between the collar bones, far lower than any jaw had a right to hang. The skin was a grey color. Almost like it had a fine layer of ash coating the flesh. A milky-clear liquid was pooling in the ground underneath the body.

Aside from the three bodies, there were brownish red markings all around the room. Drawings. Characters of some language. On first glance, Alyssa would have guessed Enochian. But they weren’t quite right. Like someone held up a sheet of Enochian to a funhouse mirror and copied down what they saw.

Fela let out a long growl at Alyssa’s back.

That broke the spell. The Pharaoh snapped into motion, spinning around and grasping Fela by the shoulder. “Is this what you smelled?” His voice, which had been calm and collected every other time he had spoken, was filled with a worry and nervousness that made the hairs on Alyssa’s neck rise.

“It’s the same smell as the field,” Fela said, batting his hand off her shoulder. “I don’t like it. We should leave.”

The Pharaoh didn’t seem to notice that she had smacked his arm away. The cards in his other hand flickered and the designs on them changed. Alyssa recognized the pattern on a few of them.

“Message. Brakkt. Stop! Do not approach Octavia. Grab Irulon and keep her from doing anything foolish. The hellhound led us to a plague house.”

As soon as the words were out of the Pharaoh’s mouth, Alyssa felt a chill wash over her. The day was hot, but she felt like someone had dumped a bucket of ice water over her head. Her hands were clammy and the tips of her fingers were tingling.

The body in the corner… had it moved? The jaw didn’t seem quite as gaping. And its eyes were shifting.

“Message. Setesh. I need a plague containment team readied and—”

Alyssa swapped her spells for her pistol and fired.

The bullet slammed into the body’s head, right between the eyes.

The burning red eyes. They weren’t like Fela’s eyes, who had literal flames constantly emanating from the corners. The irises were a deep, burning red. Like the embers of hot coal being blown on to coax them into a smoldering fire.

Snapping and cracking filled the air as the body’s fingers stretched and flexed. Its arm stretched out, grotesque fingernails clawing for purchase against the shoddy wood that made up the floor. One of the fingernails snapped off, leaving the nail sticking straight upward.

Alyssa fired again. And a third time.

The body lurched to its feet, moving more like a marionette on strings than a person.

Spectral Chains lashed around the body, binding its arms and legs tightly. It toppled forward, but that didn’t stop it. Its feet were free. They dug into the ground, pushing the body forward a few inches. There was a slight pause while the feet reset before they pushed the body forward again.

A ghostly scythe appeared in Alyssa’s hands. She slammed the tip of the scythe down into the ground, piercing the body through its back. With a heave, she dragged forward. The body stayed where it was, stilling. Thick black smoke stayed attached to the tip of her scythe. It clung to the body like resinous pitch, fighting against her.

A second heave tore it free.

Alyssa took care to keep far from the cloud. Even if an angel didn’t show up to collect it within the next few minutes, she would not be sticking her hands into that. Just the sight of it gave her a queasy feeling in her stomach that she couldn’t quite explain.

Looking at the other two corpses, Alyssa decided to not take chances. Her scythe passed straight through the decapitated man’s head without resistance. No smoke or mist came out with it. The same could not be said for the ribcage corpse. It wasn’t the black smoke of the first body, but it wasn’t the almost luminescent white of proper souls either. More of a greyish cigarette smoke type of color.

“We are fortunate,” the Pharaoh said, rubbing at the ear closest to Alyssa. “It must have just barely become a demon. A young one. They normally revive themselves even with a Spectral Axe.”

Alyssa could believe that. The way its soul had clung to its body, it surely would have put itself back had Alyssa not dragged it fully out. Someone who couldn’t see souls the way she could would probably not have known that more effort was needed. Even with the soul fully separated from the corpse, Alyssa was still keeping an eye on it. The grey smog of a soul wafted in the air listlessly. The pitch twisted and pulsated in the air. She held no doubt that, should it manage to contact the corpse, it would try latching on again.

“How do you normally deal with them?” Alyssa asked, taking a step back. She put a hand on the Pharaoh’s arm, gently pulling him back with her. Fela hadn’t moved closer. Her fur was bristled out as much as possible, making her look far more bulky than normal.

“Starvation. When isolated, the infected won’t attempt to escape. They wither away until their body can no longer support them at which point disposal is simple. We are not sure why they act like that. When presented with people, a single infected can easily overpower even well trained groups. It is a subject of debate and research at the Observatorium.”

An acrid stench cut off another question Alyssa had about the plague. It was like rotten eggs. Like the mudpots and sulfur pits of Yellowstone Park.

A blinding flash of light left behind a burning circle on the floor. A circle with five lines inside. A pentagram. Those warped versions of Enochian wrapped around the outer ring. Alyssa used up another Spectral Axe, only to find herself face-to-face with another scythe wielder.

A woman, just slightly taller than Alyssa. The only patch of skin visible was right around the burning ember of an eye. Shiny black leather covered absolutely everything else. A tight mask wrapped around her face at a sharp angle, hiding her other eye behind it. Heavy boots stretched up to her thighs. A dozen buckles held her boots together, with the excess strap looking more like hooks digging into the air. Her jacket looked like strips of leather had been sewn together. The only color on her, aside from her eye, was on the silver clasps that made up buckles on her boots and jacket.

Where Alyssa’s transparent scythe had a bluish hue and faintly glowed, the creature in front of Alyssa held a scythe made of shadows. She could tell from the way the woman held it that it had substance to it, but Alyssa couldn’t see any definition. From her perspective, it looked completely flat. The way it moved when it… turned. It looked like the scythe blade was just growing and shrinking out of a thin bar.

So stunned was she at the sudden appearance of the woman that she didn’t have a chance to react before the woman kicked out. It was a short kick. Barely more than a few inches. The tip of the woman’s black boot connected with the bottom of the scythe’s haft. With her hand right at the midsection, the scythe spun, leaving a trail of darkness behind it. It scythed through the black tar of a soul. A burning pentagram, identical to the one underneath the woman, opened up beneath the soul and sucked it downward.

The woman didn’t seem to pay Alyssa any attention. Nor did she look at the Pharaoh or Fela. She did turn the gaze of her uncovered eye to the grey soul, but she shook her head, sending her dark ponytail swishing back and forth behind her head.

The faint flames of the pentagram underneath her feet flared, burning bright.

And she was gone.

No trace of her remained. The whole encounter lasted only a few seconds at the most.

But Alyssa stared at the vacancy. Right before she had disappeared, the woman had looked to Alyssa. Right at her. And the woman had winked.

Alyssa’s hand tightened around the ghostly scythe. That… had been a demon. It had to have been a demon. A real one, not whatever the plague did to humans. A counterpart to Tenebrael. Possibly even Her? At least a subordinate.

And if that wink had been anything more than a blink—it was hard to tell when the woman had one eye covered up—then she had definitely taken notice of Alyssa.

“Did either of you… see anything?” Alyssa couldn’t help but ask. Fela was growling, a low constant noise from the back of her throat, but that had been going on since the corpse first woke up. The Pharaoh hadn’t reacted to the demon’s presence as far as Alyssa could tell. In fact, he was looking at her with a wary expression.

“That right there,” Alyssa said, pointing at the mark on the ground. Although the flames were gone, the pentagram had been completely scorched into the ground among all the distorted Enochian. “Do you see a mark there that hadn’t been there before.” There were two of them, actually. The larger one that the demon had appeared within and the smaller one that the soul had been sucked through.

“A sign of disaster,” the Pharaoh eventually said. The darker tone of his face paled a shade or two as he stared at the mark on the floor. “Excuse me, I need to ensure that a containment team arrives as soon as possible. This building must be cleansed before more form, lest the entire city fall to despair.” He stepped just outside the building, pulling out Messages. But he paused before he actually started casting the spell. “Brakkt has not responded to my Message,” he said. “As Pharaoh, I must put my city first. I cannot leave this infection unattended until the containment team arrives.”

Hesitating, Alyssa almost said that nothing more would happen here, but she couldn’t be sure of that. The grey soul was still floating where she had left it. Tenebrael hadn’t shown up for it yet. Maybe she would, maybe it wasn’t to her tastes. The demon might return for it later on, after it had a chance to fester.

“I’ll find them,” Alyssa said, hoping that they could handle themselves against one of those infected things… “But if Octavia smells like this…”

The Pharaoh breathed in deep through his nose, held it for a moment, and let it out with a nod of his head. “Do what you need to. I am trusting you to ensure that Brakkt and Irulon are safe.”

“Right.” With one last look at the horror show of a house, Alyssa took off. The Pharaoh stayed behind, falling out of her Empty Vessel once she walked more than a few feet away. Fela remained hot on her heels.

As she ran, she pulled out her own Message. Hopefully, she wouldn’t distract Irulon at the wrong moment.

            

    
        026.001 Interlude - Brakkt

    
    
    
    
                “Oh please. There is nothing to worry about. You should have seen Octavia try to fight that Knight. Even with medusa venom extract, she failed miserably. And I didn’t even see him as being that skilled. Compared to you? Night and day, brother. Night and day. This will be pathetically easy.”

Brakkt wasn’t so sure. No matter the situation, blades flying through the air always presented a danger. All it took was one lucky, or unlucky in this case, hit. The slats on his helmet were thin, but a blade might still be able to pierce an eye with the right angle and the right force. And if the blade was poisoned, he would be relying on Irulon’s magic to save him.

Would such a situation happen? Unlikely. But that didn’t mean he would be lackadaisical in dealing with Octavia.

Still, his mind was not as focused on the prospect of fighting Octavia as it should be. He had a great many things to concern himself with. The investigation into Oxart was slowing down. It was… not looking good for the former captain. Irulon wanted to see the evidence, but the city guard was interfering, claiming that it was an internal matter that the royal family should stay out of. Brakkt had a few friendly contacts among the nobles. Through them, he might be able to get access to the evidence.

Oxart’s situation was only vaguely on his mind, however. It was a sort of background thought, thinking about what he might need to exchange in order to get access to the evidence. More on the forefront was the hellhound. He wasn’t entirely sure how to feel about the prospect of one living in the palace. Some might call that hypocritical. His draken lived in the palace, after all. But that was a false comparison. His draken were dears and they wouldn’t harm a fly without his okay. Even if they did go on murderous rampages, the palace was not exactly accommodating toward draken. The stairs and the doorways were not designed with nonhumans in mind.

Hellhounds could fit through doors designed for humans. They were notorious for their fiery temperaments and their extreme strength and agility. An unprepared platoon running across even a small family of hellhounds would find themselves in a lot of trouble. Brakkt had only run across a pair once, before he had come to find the draken. Of the twenty men he had been traveling with, only four survived. One of whom had lost a leg.

Seeing that hound in the shop had been an odd experience. Where he had expected spectral chains keeping at bay bared teeth, snarling, and sharp claws, he had instead seen a… sleepy dog. Naturally, he had expected its ferocity to show once it woke up and became more alert, but it hadn’t. Irulon had shown up and it wagged its tail back and forth in excitement. Alyssa had asked it if it could help pinpoint Octavia and it nodded eagerly. Not once did it show signs of discontent or aggression.

That was something of a relief, he supposed. He felt much better about sleeping in the same building as the hellhound knowing that it wasn’t likely to randomly start tearing people to pieces.

Which, he well knew, was a common complaint about the draken. It was one of the reasons he was seriously considering Alyssa’s proposition. She might be only the third person in the entire city who didn’t mind being around the draken. Irulon didn’t mind either, but she didn’t exactly seek them out. If Brakkt were down in their stables when Irulon wanted something, she might pat one on the head a few times. Otherwise, he was the only one who ever visited them.

It was actually a little exciting, knowing that Alyssa didn’t mind monsters to the degree that most did. There were always going to be the odd groups of elf sympathizers, but even they did not look at draken with smiles and kind hearts.

Were he not the prince, he would grant Alyssa permission to take the draken out in an instant. She was right. They would enjoy it. Unfortunately, he was the prince. While that was the only reason he was able to keep draken inside the city walls in the first place, it meant that he had to be constantly on guard toward how others perceived him and his actions. If there was one accident, one slip up, one cart of cabbages tipped over when his draken were even remotely involved, everything would come crashing down.

Yes. Such things required careful thought and consideration.

Kasita stopped in front of them, making Brakkt and Irulon stop too. She was another monster in Alyssa’s entourage. At this point, Brakkt was wondering just how many other monsters Alyssa was hiding. At least Kasita was relatively harmless. Her human disguise kept her from causing panic as well. If only his draken had a human form… Ah well. No sense wishing for the impossible.

“It’s that house,” the mimic said. She pointed toward an old shack. A crumbling building that really should have been torn down to keep its crumbling walls from presenting a hazard to anyone walking near it.

Brakkt could only shake his head. Maybe things had been better for the gangs prior to the incident at the palace, but he couldn’t imagine his little sister trading the comfort and wealth of proper housing to run with such lowly criminals. Even if she wasn’t considered in the slightest for possible ascension to the throne, she still had status and influence. Had was the key word. By this point, the entire palace guard was well aware of Octavia’s involvement with Waters Street.

“Well?” Irulon said. “Shall we kick down the front door and drag her out?”

“The Taker may be with her.”

“And that is why we’re both here and not just one of us. I’ll watch your back.” Her eyes narrowed to a dangerous glare as she pulled several cards from her spell tome. “If anything comes near you, I will ensure that it regrets ever being born.”

“Shall I check for other entrances first?” Kasita asked. “Wouldn’t want you two making a lot of noise at the front only for her to slip out the back, would we?”

“I suppose. But be quick about it. I want to get back to Alyssa and have a look over that staff as soon as possible. I had some good ideas to test with you that—”

“Alright, alright. There may be elvish engineering involved if this building is a dedicated hideout for any of Waters Street. I know what to look for, but it might take longer than you are hoping.” As she spoke, Kasita’s form shimmered, turning her into the form of an elderly man. She didn’t so much as glance around before hobbling out of the invisibility.

Brakkt could only shake his head. “Strange times,” he mumbled.

Of course Irulon picked it up. She glanced at him, crossing her arms and raising an eyebrow. “What? You are surprised that we’re trusting a monster to assist us?”

“I’m more surprised at the hellhound’s presence than the mimic. Beyond that, you are somewhere other than your chambers or the Observatorium.”

Irulon shifted her weight. “I can be found in other places on occasion.”

“Battlefields to collect your corpses. And… that’s about it.”

“Precisely,” she said with a pleased nod.

“You haven’t done that in a year at the very least.”

“I used to think that the answers I was looking for could be found in death. Then I thought that they might be in the pages of the Observatorium’s books.” She shrugged slightly. “Some answers might still be there… or clues, at least. But being confined to its walls limits other avenues of discovery.”

“Such as this Alyssa girl?”

Irulon didn’t respond, turning to stare at the building they were standing in front of.

“I don’t know her well,” Brakkt said. “But she feels dangerous. The way she interacts with people… with creatures around her is unusual. It is clear that she doesn’t think like a normal person. Both attacks on the city, your excursion with her, and what else that I don’t know about, she has managed to come out on top. At the same time, she doesn’t capitalize on whatever it is that makes her different. From my perspective, it looks like she is floundering. The dissonance is staggering.”

Hands now behind her back, Irulon shrugged. “How long do you think it would take Father to destroy the city? Through magic, not through policy changes or ordering the guards to attack the citizens—if they would even follow such an order.”

Brakkt blinked in confusion. “What?”

“I know how long it would take me. Six months, three weeks, two days, and seventeen hours. Most of that time would be spent in preparations: power amplification, carving spell circles into the ground, and, of course, spending time hiding what I was working on. Even with my attempts to hide it all, I imagine I would be noticed by the fourth month, between the second and third week.

“With his mastery of Time magics, I suspect that Father would be able to cut that time down to three months, if he used the same method I have in mind. And even that might be noticed sometime toward the end of the second month.” Irulon shook her head back and forth. When she stopped, she looked straight at Brakkt. “And to clarify, I mean totally destroy the city. Both Father and I could easily cause havoc with far less time and preparation. Eight well placed Split Reality spells would topple the palace, causing more than enough destruction to grind the city ecosystem to a halt.”

“Am I going to regret asking what your point is?”

“Alyssa, if she gains the correct knowledge, might just be capable of turning the entire city to sand. And not just the city, but everything north of Pandora. She wouldn’t need months of preparation to do so either. A snap of her fingers could repeat the incident of the First City.”

Brakkt stiffened momentarily before narrowing his eyes. Irulon couldn’t see his face, of course. His helmet was in the way. But his sister was perceptive enough that she likely realized just what kind of speculative glance he was giving her at the moment. “I may not be the arcanist that you are, but I have studied history. That only came about after the king ritualistically sacrificed the majority of the people in the city to power the ritual. He didn’t snap his fingers to cause the destruction.”

Irulon looked up to him. A faint ghost of a smile played across her face. “Ah. Of course. How foolish of me to have forgotten.” Her tone came flat and plain.

But Brakkt didn’t get a chance to comment. Kasita popped up again, almost out of nowhere. She was back to the female form that was an eerie mirror of Alyssa.

“No entrances aside from the obvious one. At least none out here. There may be tunnels like a few other Waters Street hideouts. Shall I try slipping inside?”

“The Eighth is a fool, but I’d rather not risk her noticing and fleeing. If the Taker is inside, he will surely notice. On the other hand, if we break in and surprise her, I should be able to stop her from fleeing through any hidden passages they might have.”

Kasita’s face fell, flickering to disappointment momentarily before shifting back to a neutral. “If you are sure.”

“Thank you for your assistance so far,” Brakkt said. “We’ll handle it from here.” As he spoke, he pulled his sword from his side. His hand gently wrapped around its hilt. The faint yellow-orange hue lit up from the crescent-moon hand guard to the tip. It spread the other way as well, enveloping his arm up to his elbow. Ignoring the armor in its way, the light pricked at his skin. It was a warmth. A comforting glow that should never leave his side.

With his sword in hand, Brakkt felt he could take on armies. The Taker and his younger sister would… not be a problem.

Irulon said something, but he no longer had the ears for it. Brakkt marched to the door, lifted a foot, and planted it against the wood with force. The cast iron hinges burst into pieces as the door flipped end over end, eventually winding up embedded in the far wall.

He looked around, turning his head from one corner of the room to the other. It was a small building. One room. There were no hiding places.

A cot had been set up in one corner. Scattered remains of food littered the floor. There were no bugs. No maggots feasting on the scraps of meat left on the bone. It was recent. Not too old. His father had broken off with the hellhound. Had his sister fled?

With his helmet on, his field of view was restricted. But his sword felt it. Movement. Above.

Brakkt pivoted, taking a step further into the room as he brought up his sword. Metal clanged against its blade, but he kept the momentum behind the thrust. The glowing tip of his sword penetrated one of the horizontal beams of wood that supported the roof. It sliced clean through as if it were nothing but a cloud.

But he missed his target.

Octavia, in the rafters, twisted her body like a snake. His blade scraped the air touching her skin, but left her unharmed. She didn’t stay still for long. The beam was already falling, but Octavia was fast. Pushing off from the beam, she launched herself forward, over Brakkt, to land against the floor near the opposite wall.

He batted the falling beam out of the way with his fist, sending a flurry of splinters toward his sister.

She didn’t even flinch. Kicking off from the back wall, she flew toward him, thin blade out in each of her hands.

Like a sheet of paper, the ground under her folded out. The ceiling and walls moved to match. Wood planks split into two, growing until they were back to their regular sizes. Then they split again. The distance between Brakkt and the far wall compounded out exponentially until it was like staring across the Grand Hall of the palace. The tiny building wasn’t small anymore.

Irulon. He hadn’t heard her shout out a spell, but it had to be her work.

Octavia’s flight only carried her a short distance through that vast space. She landed in the distance, stumbling with the lack of expected resistance from meeting an opponent.

In the midst of her stumble, the room collapsed again. She rushed toward him despite her unmoving feet.

Brakkt, against his sword’s desires, twisted his wrist. The flat of his blade faced his sister rather than the edge. He used his opposite shoulder as a brace and slammed forward, intending to knock Octavia further off balance. But she slipped around him, flowing like water to get behind him. She jumped on his back, using her legs to bind herself to his waist.

Metal pinged against his helmet. At the same time, a pressure on his mind welled up. He grit his teeth, ignoring it completely. Octavia wasn’t striking repeatedly, slamming her daggers into his helmet. She was just pushing against him. And he could feel his helmet deforming.

There was no possible way that she could be that strong. Tzheitza’s description of their battle had not mentioned that she would move like this.

He would have to change tactics.

“Chaotic Warp.”

His sister—his other sister—spoke. This time, he heard it. As the words registered with him, his sword reminded him to close his eyes. So he did so. Just for a moment. A brief instant.

When he opened his eyes, he was not standing in the doorway. The cot was right next to him. Octavia wasn’t on his back. He quickly located her lithe form as she crashed to the ground near where the door had landed. Her feet twisted in the air, spinning the rest of her body around with them. Before Brakkt could take more than a single step forward, she was back on her feet.

But he was expecting that now. He was adapting to her unexpected movements. His sword was adapting. They were figuring out how she fought.

She would not be able to get behind them again.

Her head tilted upward and Brakkt froze solid.

The thin strands of Octavia’s once beautiful sand blond hair parted enough that Brakkt could see her eyes clearly for the first time. He expected to see violet. An eye color given to them by their father. A unique eye color that stayed with the royal family. It was an ancient magic. A sign that they were chosen to rule.

Although her children would not have had the violet eyes of royalty, Octavia’s eyes would maintain their hue for her entire life.

Or they should have.

The person before him was his sister. He recognized that round face and those childish features. But her eyes… burned brightly. Embers of a fire replaced the violet completely.

As shocked as Brakkt was, his sword didn’t care in the slightest. It urged him to move. To slip to the side. Years of training kicked in and Brakkt complied.

Octavia, lashing out in an attempt to get behind him again, missed entirely.

“Strange Attractor: Unconsciousness.”

Off balance from her lashing out, Octavia slipped on a patch of loose dirt. Her head came down on the wooden leg of the bed. It was a knock that would have anyone else sprawled out and unmoving for hours. But Octavia got right back to her feet. If there was any sluggishness to her movements, Brakkt couldn’t detect it.

Brakkt shifted his grip again. It was an almost unconscious movement, one directed by the sword. The sharp edge was once again facing his sister. Even that might not be enough. As much as he didn’t want to admit it to himself, his sword knew what his sister now was.

They clashed. Octavia was on him in an instant. His large blade moved faster and faster to meet with her tiny daggers. Wary now, he only allowed glancing blows to strike his armor. Everything else, he caught with his blade. She kept trying to get behind him, but they wouldn’t allow it.

“Finite Subdivision.”

Octavia threw herself back as a glass shard flung from Irulon’s position toward her. It struck the wall, which immediately started splitting into pieces. Octavia landed feet on a wall. She didn’t even touch the ground before pushing off it.

Thankfully, she is still focused on me, Brakkt thought as he pivoted out of the way. His fist came down, slamming into the back of Octavia’s head. The force took her to the ground, where her head struck a jutting board. His punch carried the same strength that had shattered a beam of wood not too long ago, but Octavia shrugged it off as if he had given her a light shove. She got back to her feet, snarling as she faced him.

Though she got to her feet, she didn’t stay there for long. Another of the wooden beams fell from above, striking her on the crown of the head. She faceplanted once again, this time with part of the roof collapsed on top of her. Even still, she started moving it out of the way.

This was his chance. Yet, even with the whisperings of his sword, Brakkt hesitated.

“Finite Subdivision.”

A shard of glass pierced Octavia’s elbow, stopping her efforts at getting back up. The arm split into pieces over and over again, only stopping at the shoulder.

But Irulon wasn’t done.

“Finite Subdivision.” Irulon said again as she moved into the room, taking Octavia’s leg. “Finite Subdivision. Finite Subdivision.”

Octavia screamed as the last of her limbs dispersed into nothing but slivers of meat. It was a feral, agonized scream. She didn’t plead. She didn’t beg. Was there anything left of his little sister in there? He clenched his teeth as he watched her squirm beneath the partially collapsed roof. Even without limbs, she was still managing to move it. Just how strong had she become?

Blood was getting everywhere. Dark colored. Evil blood. Any normal human would have perished by now. Octavia didn’t seem bothered by the blood loss. She struggled and glared with all the ferocity that she had fought with.

And Irulon dropped to a squat, keeping a short distance between her and Octavia. More than enough to avoid even a lunging bite, as if Octavia could manage such a thing. Maybe such distance was prudent when dealing with… something like Octavia.

For a moment, Irulon just stared. Her eyes had turned to those of the dragon once again. A small smile played across her face as she nodded to herself. “I wonder if Father will let me keep you,” she said. “Fractal Lock.”

Silence filled the room. Brakkt hadn’t fought hard at all. Not compared to wading into battle. And yet, he felt drained. He wanted to drop his sword.

But he didn’t. It was warning him that this might not be the end. That he needed to stay vigilant. Infected were dangerous and had many surprises.

“Could you not have done that from the start?” he said after a moment. Irulon hadn’t even acted for a large portion of the fight. She had probably been watching and gathering data. Trying to learn whatever she thought she might be able to learn. And then she had… “Did you have to destroy her arms and legs like that?”

“I don’t have much knowledge of infected and their demon masters. I know that they don’t play by the rules. You saw that Strange Attractor wasn’t working on her… although I’ve never conclusively proved that Strange Attractor actually does anything at all, but that’s beside the point. If she does manage to escape from Fractal Lock, at least she will be easy to contain like this.”

Brakkt opened his mouth, but he couldn’t actually argue with that. Without her arms and legs, she wouldn’t be half the threat. Father would likely want her disposed of. Quietly, even. Dropped down to the depths of the Pit with the other bodies.

“It is a good thing the Taker wasn’t here. Octavia was an idiot and a fool, and I assume that carried over through her infection. I’ll know more if Father lets me toy with her a bit. But the Taker was not. I don’t like the idea of fighting an infected version of him.”

Nodding, Brakkt felt a chill go up his spine. Where was the Taker? The theory had been that Octavia and the Taker had been together. Assuming that the Taker hadn’t killed her, which was a theory posited by Irulon after talking a bit with Tzheitza and some guild knight. Perhaps he hadn’t been infected, or had fought against it and become one of the more lethargic ones.

Brakkt quickly glanced around, including up at the parts of the roof that hadn’t fallen, double checking that the building was truly empty. It was, but he still had that chill.

“We should leave,” he said.

“Agreed. I will just…”

Irulon trailed off, perhaps having sensed the same movement that he had at the door. They both tensed. Cards appeared in his sister’s hand while he brought his sword to bear.

Alyssa appeared in the doorway, breathing like she had run straight here from the palace. “I’m glad you are—”

She cut herself off as she caught sight of Octavia’s unmoving form.

“Yes,” Irulon said. “I got your message. As you can see, we found out for ourselves. It wasn’t an issue in the—”

Alyssa’s eyes flicked to the side, widening. She raised her arm to shield her face.

A black nail of a dagger pierced her open palm.
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                Alyssa pressed her back against the house’s wall, having ducked around the corner. Fela charged off, out of Alyssa’s bubble of invisibility. She should have cared more. Fela being seen by other people could be a disaster. A monster in the middle of the city, attacking a human. And if one of the royal family was seen with Fela… They would have found out eventually, but that would presumably have been under controlled circumstances. Here and now, there would be panic.

At the moment, Alyssa found it hard to care.

She had a dagger sticking out of the palm of her hand. One of the Taker’s daggers. She could feel ice spreading up her veins. It reached her wrist and didn’t feel like it was going to stop there.

Gripping the haft of the dagger, Alyssa grit her teeth and yanked. The blade came free with a disgusting squelch. Blood dripped freely from its tip. There weren’t any ice crystals to be seen. But her forearm still felt icy. Was it still progressing? She couldn’t tell. Her heart was hammering. She felt sick to her stomach. Wasn’t Projectile Reflection supposed to take care of things like that? A throwing dagger was definitely a projectile. Maybe it had worn off. She hadn’t felt anything. It had been some time since she first activated the spell back in Tzheitza’s shop.

But…

Clenching her teeth, she balled her hand into a fist. Her fingers still worked. That was a good sign. They felt sluggish. Like she was trying to move them through a bowl of honey. But they moved.

Taking a deep breath, Alyssa glanced around the corner. She had the Taker protocol in full effect and only spent a half second looking before ducking back behind cover. It had been enough. She had seen enough.

The Taker danced around Fela, striking out with his blade against the parts of her skin that lacked the thick fur. Several drips of red ran down Fela’s obsidian skin. None looked too deep or too crippling, but that was only a matter of time. On the other side, from Alyssa’s brief glance, it looked like Fela was having a lot of trouble getting her paws on him. Her hand swung out at a speed that would have taken off his head had she only managed to graze him. But it was too slow compared to his movements. Too telegraphed.

Brakkt and Irulon were nowhere to be seen, but that didn’t necessarily mean that they weren’t doing anything. The only reason Alyssa had seen them inside the small house with Octavia was because she had entered into their invisibility bubble. All she knew was that Irulon wasn’t near the Taker or Fela.

She didn’t know what they were planning, but she couldn’t leave Fela to fight the Taker on her own.

Alyssa dropped the staff. The ruby head landed on the ground with a thud. It was useless anyway. The Taker could use magic, but her encounters with him in the mirror universe and Tzheitza’s description of his fighting style meant that he was unlikely to use any. The staff was just too cumbersome to take into a fast paced fight.

Though Alyssa wouldn’t be getting close to him if she could help it.

Stepping away from the staff to make absolutely sure that it wasn’t interfering, Alyssa first cast Projectile Reflection. Maybe it wouldn’t help again, but she had to hope.

Leaning around the corner again, she looked just in time to watch the Taker dig his sword deep into Fela’s upper arm. It punctured straight through. Fela let out an earsplitting roar as she tried to grip the sword with her other hand, but she moved just a hair too slow. The Taker twisted his wrist and pulled the blade through Fela’s skin.

Blood splattered across the ground. Fela’s arm was still attached—the Taker hadn’t severed her bone. The muscle wasn’t so lucky.

He pivoted again, about to ram the sword straight through Fela’s back.

Three cards disappeared from Alyssa’s hand.

Spectral Chains yanked the Taker’s arms to his sides. Immolating Gloves lit his arms on fire, which quickly spread to the rest of him.

The last was a spell that Alyssa had tested before, but never in the way she was intending to use it. Draw Water could indeed pull moisture from the air. That might help the fire burn better, but Alyssa was hoping for another effect.

And so far, it seemed to be working. Water droplets streamed through the air. They hovered near her outstretched hand for just a moment before splashing on the ground. The spell was intended to deposit collected water into a container of some sort. Lacking that, it had nowhere to go other than the ground. Her earlier test had pulled a shot glass worth of water from her room. Unless the air here was extremely humid, she was getting a lot more water from somewhere else as droplet after droplet rushed toward her.

The flames made it difficult to tell exactly what effect Draw Water was having, but she suspected it wasn’t pretty.

The Taker didn’t get a chance to experience much more. Fela, even with an arm dangling limp, struck out. The force of her paw snapped the flaming head of the Taker back far beyond human tolerances.

His body collapsed, still chained.

But it didn’t stay still. His head twitched. Twisting and writhing in his neck pulled his head back to its proper orientation.

Alyssa could see it through the flames as he opened his eyes. Embers burned behind the fire. The definite sign of demonic infection.

Brakkt stepped out of nothingness before the Taker could do anything. His blade came down, faint glow cutting at the Taker’s neck before the metal actually touched it. His sword didn’t manage to cut all the way through. The bone of the Taker’s spine didn’t even have to try to stop Brakkt’s sword.

But the Taker wasn’t moving again.

Before he could start, Alyssa walked forward. A scythe appeared in her hand as she moved. Hefting it high overhead, she slammed it down into the Taker’s chest. The chains shattered as the scythe passed through them, but that hardly mattered. She had her scythe embedded in him.

Removing his soul wasn’t as easy as the other infected she had killed. Against a normal person, the scythe passed through without the slightest resistance. The other monster had taken two hefty tugs.

The Taker’s soul fought back. She pulled back once only to find herself dragged forward. She almost lost her balance from the unexpected pull. If removing the soul from the infected in the other house had been like trying to pull pitch from a jar, the Taker’s was like trying to pull a steel ball from a crimped pipe. It moved, but only within its container.

And he was starting to move again. His fingers twitched and twisted, clawing at the dirt underneath him. He didn’t even have a neck and his body was still moving.

Alyssa planted her feet. She spread them just enough to keep herself steady no matter what before wiggling them back and forth to dig her boots into the ground. Steady, she heaved.

Only to fall backward as his entire body lifted from the ground. Her scythe went flying from her fingers, thankfully disappearing the moment she stopped touching it before it could hit anyone she cared about. She sat there, on the ground, with an odd sensation of horror and fascination. The body had lurched upward because of her tug against it, but it was now clearly moving on its own.

It stood fully, wavering back and forth. From Alyssa’s low perspective, the Taker didn’t even have a head. The spine was bent back far enough that his head was hanging down his back. The skin on his hands was dry and withered, but not scorched. The flames had gone out, apparently having done next to nothing.

The hands of the body reached up and grasped the head by the hair. Although contorted, the body slowly started righting the head.

Brakkt didn’t let the Taker finish. He lashed out with his sword, catching the Taker in the shoulder. Again, he failed to penetrate bone. Severing the muscle was enough to make that arm limp. A quick pivot to the opposite side and Brakkt slashed again.

The Taker dodged. His entire body twisted unnaturally. The orange glow of Brakkt’s sword passed through nothing but air. A follow-up swing was just as unlucky.

Holding his head with one hand, the Taker kicked. A blade jutted out from his boot just before striking Brakkt in the armpit.

Brakkt didn’t make a sound despite the splatter of blood landing on Alyssa.

The warm droplets shocked Alyssa into motion. Her deck had gone flying along with the scythe. They were just out of reach, lying in the dirt. She really needed to get a lanyard. That was the whole reason most of the arcanists she had seen kept their tomes chained to their hips.

Alyssa lunged toward the cards, twisting as she kicked off the ground. She just needed to grab them and put another Spectral Chains around the Taker. Then they would have all the time in the world to figure out how to kill him.

Her lunge didn’t carry her quite far enough. She stretched out, only to yelp as something dug into her thigh.

The Taker’s boot heel blade dug into her thigh. It didn’t pierce the dragon hide, but the force of the impact still broke her skin. She could feel warm liquid dribbling down her inner thigh. He managed to duck under a swing from Brakkt while using his boot to drag her back, away from the deck of cards. Brakkt slashing at his leg forced him to move away from Alyssa, but he hopped around her, kicking the deck of cards off to the side.

That same kick turned around without stopping.

Alyssa flinched back from the blade aimed at her face.

Brakkt caught it on his shin, leaving Alyssa to sigh in relief. He was a flurry. Blood still dripped from his arm, but he didn’t seem hindered in the slightest. He pressed relentlessly onward, pushing the Taker back away from Alyssa.

A shadow coming over Alyssa made her jump until she realized just who was casting that shadow.

“A gift from Irulon,” Kasita said, holding out a single spell card.

Alyssa didn’t hesitate to snatch it, expecting another Spectral Chains. It wasn’t. Alyssa gasped, eyes widening as she recognized the pattern.

“Aim up,” Kasita said, pointing skyward.

Alyssa barely had a chance to gape before she heard Irulon’s voice not far away.

“Strange Attractor: Aviation! Chaotic Warp!”

Both Brakkt and the Taker vanished from their position not far from Alyssa. Brakkt reappeared near the house he had originally been in, but he was lying on his back, still swinging his sword as if he were in a normal position.

The Taker…

“Alyssa! Above!”

Whipping her head, Alyssa hardly had time to comprehend what she was seeing. A little black dot against the uniform grey of the daytime moon. A little black dot that was rapidly growing in size.

The Taker was falling. He would land directly on her.

She jumped into action, raising the card Kasita had given her above her head.

And she fired.

Alyssa had to wince away from the brilliant beam of Annihilator. It wasn’t as bright as angelic halos, but that just didn’t matter beyond a certain point. The heat enveloped her. That feeling of having too much of a sunburn on her nose and face. Again, her dragon armor didn’t do anything to protect her. Or maybe the heat just seeped in through the crack above her chest and the holes in the arms and legs.

But, as before, the heat died off after far too long.

Opening her eyes, Alyssa found herself lying flat on her back in a somewhat spreadeagle position. The Taker hadn’t landed on her. That was nice. She wasn’t sure if she had aimed properly, but she couldn’t see any black dots in the sky. She could, however, see the moon. It wasn’t as uniformly grey as it had been before. Though small, relative to the rest of the moon, there was a definite crater right in the very center.

Groaning, Alyssa sat up. The moon had to be her imagination. More importantly, where was the Taker? She looked left, right, back and forward.

Looking around, Alyssa saw no sign of the Taker. If he hadn’t died, hopefully he had at least been blasted off to the moon. That should keep him away from her for a while. But… even with those enhancements from becoming demonic, could he have survived an Annihilator beam? Alyssa doubted it. A real demon had probably popped up and stolen his soul by now.

Alyssa took some amusement at the idea of surprise that might be on a demon’s face if they had to pop up on the moon.

Her hand hurt. Her leg hurt. Now that the immediate danger seemed to be past, she was starting to feel it. Her injuries weren’t bad. Not when compared to some of the things she had suffered on this stupid world. But she needed to stop getting injured like this. True, Tenebrael would be popping up sometime within the next twelve to twenty hours. And Alyssa would probably be able to get herself healed whenever that was. But it wasn’t a certainty.

She needed to stop relying on Tenebrael.

As for the people she actually cared about, Brakkt was on his feet again. He had peeled off his shoulder armor. Irulon was next to him, tending to him. Alyssa couldn’t tell how bad the wound was from the distance. Irulon didn’t look worried… though maybe that wasn’t saying much.

Fela had backed off after being injured. She was leaning against a building on the opposite side of the street, panting heavily while just staring at Alyssa. It was a bit uncomfortable, but not particularly unexpected. She was surprised that there wasn’t a huge crowd around her, all gawking. Then again, the six people who had been on the street when she had arrived had run off before she even looked around the corner of the building. Scared by the fighting. Or because of Fela’s presence.

That beam wouldn’t have gone unnoticed, though. The area would be swarming with guards in short order. Brakkt and Irulon could do what they wanted, but Alyssa had no desire to meet with Decorous again. Not even if the Pharaoh showed up to save her from his questioning.

Getting to her feet, Alyssa winced as she put pressure on her leg. The blade hadn’t penetrated, so she shouldn’t be poisoned or anything too worrisome. But she could tell already that she would have a monster of a bruise on top of the broken skin. Actually seeing the wound was impossible so long as she kept her pants on. The wound didn’t seem nearly bad enough to disrobe in the middle of the street.

“Ufu~” Kasita giggled as Alyssa started walking toward Fela. “Have you ever considered carving your name into the moon? That would be some everlasting proof of your existence.”

Alyssa just shook her head. Reaching Fela’s wall, she dropped herself heavily against it, taking all her weight off her injured leg in the process. She reached to her side only to stop. “Could you grab my spell cards?” Alyssa said, looking at Kasita. They had been kicked in the opposite direction from her and she really didn’t feel like hobbling all the way over to grab them.

Them and…

Her eyes widened. “Irulon!” she called out, pointing to her initial hiding spot. “The staff!”

She did not want some hooligan or guard to grab it while she was distracted. It was an angelic staff. Far too rare and possibly powerful to leave in the hands of random mortals. Even if all it could do was block magic, that would stop her from casting chains on people who desperately needed to be chained.

As Irulon nodded and went to grab it, and as Kasita went to grab the spell cards, Alyssa considered an option she hadn’t thought about during the fight. Maybe she should have tried smacking the Taker with the staff. If he was a demon, an angelic weapon should have been his direct counter. Right?

Kasita handed Alyssa the full deck of cards, holding onto them by the little metal ring that bound them together. She had eight or so cards in her other hand. Ones that had torn off from the ring.

So many of them were ruined. So much time down the drain. The paper used for spell cards was fairly sturdy, but it couldn’t stand up to being kicked around like that. She really needed to get one of those fancy tomes and a chain for them. Until then, she would have to go through all the cards and find out exactly what needed to be replaced.

For now, “Thank you, Kasita. I don’t know what I’d do without you. Both for this and for getting Annihilator to me.”

“Ufu~ Maybe you could inscribe my name on the moon as thanks.”

“Ehh… Empty Vessel,” Alyssa said. She sighed in relief that at least one of the wide-area invisibility spells had survived. The shifting glass shards appeared around her just in time to hide them from the first few men appearing around the corner. Not guards, but regular people.

The guards came soon after.

Alyssa didn’t even care to pay attention. She looked to Fela. “Thanks for jumping in.”

Fela bared her teeth in a grin, though it was a bit strained.

“How is your arm?”

Rather than respond verbally, Fela moved her paw out of the way, revealing the grisly wound. Alyssa’s stomach tightened with that empathetic gnawing that came from looking at another’s injuries. It looked an awful lot like what had happened to Alyssa when the Taker had hit her shoulder with his sword. “We’ll get you back to Tzheitza,” Alyssa said, trying to avoid showing the grimace she felt in her chest. “She’ll help you. Especially if she knows that you helped kill the Taker.”

Looking around, Alyssa’s tired expression shifted to a deep scowl. Irulon was in the middle of… not yelling at a guard, but not happily talking with him either. She kept gesturing into the room. Hopefully Octavia was still in there. She had been missing her arms and legs, but after seeing the Taker carry around his own head, even if it had still been attached to his body via the spine, she wouldn’t be surprised to learn of any outcome involving the girl. Brakkt, bandages wrapped around his shoulder, was reattaching the plates of armor that he had removed. More and more people were gathering around, both guards and regular townsfolk. The guards were starting to cordon off the area.

“We should probably all go visit Tzheitza,” Alyssa said. She had just had her first real interaction with plague victims. And she had open wounds. Nobody knew exactly how the plague spread, it might not be any normal transmission method at all, but rather something to do with how their souls turned colors. Either way, her anti-plague potion would probably not be a bad thing to get a dose of sooner rather than later. “Kasita, I hate to ask this of you, but—”

“It’s fine. You want me to tell Irulon where we’re going, right? She could probably figure everything out without anyone mentioning it to her.”

“True, but better safe than sorry. Just be careful. The guards might be looking for mimics, but they would probably ignore you if Irulon and Brakkt say to. I’m not so sure the same would be true if they caught a glimpse of Fela before she is officially associated with the royal family. I’ll help her back, but we need to get out of here before the guards fully block us in.” Alyssa pushed off the wall, wincing as her leg carried some of her weight. Maybe she would need Fela’s help in return. “Oh,” she said after taking a few unsteady steps. “Might be best if you don’t look like you or me. Try to avoid leading Decorous back to me, if at all possible. I don’t like him.”

Kasita shifted, her twin appearance vanished. A form very similar to the original form Kasita had taken at the whorehouse took its place. Absurdly large breasts. Low cut tunicy-corset thing. Her hair being identical in color if not shape to Alyssa’s hair was the only real difference. She looked down at herself, running her hands over her body. “How’s this?”

“Should work.” Though Alyssa was surprised that breasts like that didn’t give her away immediately. No real person had boobs bigger than their head. It was almost too attention grabbing. But maybe that was part of the plan.

Nodding her head, Kasita vanished. She probably turned into one of the rocks. It would be a little strange to have someone appear out of nowhere.

Trusting that Kasita knew what she was doing, Alyssa rested her hand on Fela’s uninjured arm. “Come on. Let’s slip through before the guards close us off.”
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                Tzheitza did not look happy. She didn’t look happy that Alyssa had returned wounded. She didn’t look happy that Fela had returned at all. And she didn’t look happy that Fela had been wounded either. Or rather, she didn’t look happy that she was being asked to treat Fela. The actual wound probably didn’t matter to her all that much.

“How did you miss it? I bet the entire city saw it!” Alyssa winced as Tzheitza dripped some liquid into the hole in her hand. It wasn’t the rejuvenation potion. Apparently, she was running low on it and had no ingredients to make more. She wanted to save what little was left for bigger emergencies. Something that Alyssa really had no room to complain about. Especially because she was expecting Tenebrael to fix her up later. “I hope Irulon claims credit again.”

The biggest problem with that was Retrograde Cognition. Alyssa didn’t know what branch of magic it fell under or what rank it was, but it would give anyone capable of casting it a clear view of what had happened. The Pharaoh could probably cast it, but Alyssa hadn’t really been expecting Irulon and Brakkt to keep it from him. And maybe she should be claiming credit. Being known as a powerful arcanist might not be a terrible thing. At the same time, if anyone decided that she needed to go—the Society of the Burning Shadow, for one, and maybe even the nobles of this city if they felt threatened enough by so many highly ranked arcanists being associated with the Pharaoh—they probably wouldn’t underestimate her.

In this particular incident, however, Alyssa was actually more worried about Kasita and Fela. Retrograde Cognition would surely reveal their presence to the arcanist using the spell. Of course, half the guards in the city probably knew about Kasita because of that other incident. And Fela would soon be at the palace, safe and sound. So maybe it really didn’t matter what went down in the reports.

Fela sat on the other chair in the room. Tzheitza had handed her a rag soaked with something. That was really all the help she got. It was up to Fela to hold the rag up to her wound. Which she was doing a fine job of, though she did keep glancing over to Alyssa every few seconds, only to turn away as soon as Alyssa met her eyes.

It’s that imprinting thing again, isn’t it, Alyssa thought with a sigh. Hopefully that wouldn’t cause a problem with her staying at the palace.

“Are yeh sure yer spell killed Tommik?”

“Well, I didn’t see a body, if that is what you’re asking. He was infected, but I carved a hole in the moon. You can go see it for yourself if you just step outside. If he survived that, I’m calling the biggest bullshit on this entire world…”

“But he was infected. Those things are worse than any monster.” Tzheitza glanced to Fela, looking almost like she might say ‘no offense’ or something similar, but she ended up not saying anything at all.

“Are you sure your anti-plague potion isn’t remotely ready? I was in close proximity to both the Taker and that other infected I mentioned. I’d rather not turn into a demon-zombie-monster-thing if it is all the same to you.” Again, because of Tenebrael, Alyssa wasn’t too worried for herself. But Tenebrael likely wouldn’t lift a finger if Irulon, Brakkt, or even the Pharaoh wound up infected.

Fela could not be infected, apparently. Or, more accurately, Tzheitza had never heard of a monster becoming infected with the plague. Only humans. Which, to Alyssa, just sounded like more of a reason to be friendly with monsters instead of antagonistic. The people containing bedehouses were apparently highly susceptible to becoming infected themselves. Being stationed near one was apparently punishment for fairly egregious acts. Article Fifteen on steroids.

But a bedehouse ran by hellhounds would not only be ironic given their name, but it would probably work extremely well. They wouldn’t run the risk of infection. And if one of the captives grew unruly, they could probably do a whole lot more to contain them than humans. Although Fela had been injured, she had broken the Taker’s neck, even if it hadn’t kept him down in the end. A group of hellhounds working together would probably be all the more efficient.

Unfortunately for possible infections in the royal family, Tzheitza shook her head. “At this point, it’ll likely kill y’all. I’d rather wait until I see signs of the plague before using it on yeh.”

“Probably for the best,” Alyssa said, glancing over to the rows of Tzheitza’s experimental vials. “But shouldn’t we be in quarantine or something?”

“Quarantine?”

“Isolated. Kept separate from the general population until we’re sure that we’re not infectious.”

“Don’t have much like that except the bedehouses. And if yeh ain’t infected before going there, you will be.”

“Probably best to avoid that too, then.”

Maybe she could convince Chris and Jason to open up a proper doctor’s office. It wouldn’t help with the plague, true, but talking about the plague got her thinking about other problems this world had. Chris probably had at least a little medical knowledge from his military training. They both would far outstrip those menders just for virtue of being from a modern civilization. They would know the value of boiling water before use and sterilizing surgical tools. And if Alyssa ran home with Izsha for a time, she could print off medical texts and information until the ink in her printer ran dry.

Which, unfortunately, would probably be all too soon. She might get half a textbook out. Maybe a full one. But she had been inside doctors’ offices before. They had rows and rows of textbooks all lined up on shelves. Of course, she could always loan out her phone. Maybe she could get a bunch of scribes to sit in front of her phone all day and copy down the entirety of every wiki. That would probably only take a few hundred years.

But that was just another thing on her long list of things that she should be doing, but probably would never actually get around to accomplishing. Maybe with the Taker gone and Waters Street mostly completely defunct, she could finally get some time without emergencies popping up every other day.

Despite the damage done to their outpost, the Society of the Burning Shadow was probably still going to be a problem. She knew for a fact that Morgan and Bercilak were still at large. Liadri too, though she had never actually seen that person. But maybe they would wait a good year before trying something again. And maybe, without Adrael guiding them from the shadows, they wouldn’t be able to do anything at all.

It was probably a bit too hopeful to think that, unfortunately.

Still, with this latest excitement out of the way, Alyssa was more than ready to kick back and relax for at least a few weeks. She could deliver potions, maybe learn some potion making, figure out what she could do to help Oxart, visit the Observatorium, check in on the Earthlings, and maybe find some chefs to speak with about pizza production.

Alyssa’s good mood came crashing down as she heard the front door to the potion shop opening. She had barely stood up—wincing at the heavily bruised but ultimately minor injury on her leg—when half the royal family walked into the back room. The Pharaoh stood with his perfect robes. Brakkt had one hand grasped hard onto his arm. Irulon nearly bumped into the door, so focused was she on the staff in her hands. They had a few guards with them too. One, who Alyssa didn’t know, wearing the black and gold armor of the palace guard.

And Decorous. He didn’t wear the proper beige city guard uniform. He was in his red suit with the silver fastenings up the middle. The little half-cape that covered his shoulders was missing. Although the cape was missing, he still looked absolutely impeccable. His eyes stopped on Alyssa for only a second before flying off to Fela.

The Pharaoh stepped in front of him before he could do anything more than widen his eyes. “The monster is here at my request,” he said, voice rumbling so deep that some of the glass around the room actually rattled. “It is to be commended for leading us to two plague infected houses before they could become problems, not attacked. Am I understood?”

“I-I-It’s a hellhound!”

The Pharaoh’s lips quirked into a slim smile. “I am pleased to find those who watch over my city are so observant.”

“It can’t— You can’t— It’s illegal to bring unchained monsters through the wall!”

“Despite what your noble masters might believe, I am the ruler of this city. I know its laws. I made its laws. It is well within my power to proclaim an edict to grant permission for this hellhound to be here. I did it for the draken. I’m doing it again here.” The Pharaoh touched the tip of his beard before thrusting his hand into his robes. Pulling out a single card, he flicked his wrist, sending it spinning across the room toward Alyssa.

Alyssa barely had time to flinch as the spinning card turned into a spinning person. A full sized human hit her in the chest, but it felt like she had been hit by nothing more than a thrown pillow. And she caught that human easily in her arms.

“The mimic can stay as well. Though if I find it on my person again, it will regret existence.”

Kasita, putting one arm around Alyssa’s shoulders while Alyssa held her, pouted. “How did you know?”

Frowning, Alyssa dropped her arms to her sides. Kasita started to fall. A shimmer rippled across her form and she was standing properly, though leaning against Alyssa. She looked at the Pharaoh expectantly, but he didn’t pay her the slightest bit of attention.

Instead, apparently finished with Decorous as well, the Pharaoh turned to Tzheitza. “I apologize for intruding on your workspace once again. We only came to collect the hellhound and Alyssa.”

“Collect?” Alyssa said, unable to help the slight nervous feeling.

Irulon answered instead of the Pharaoh. “Just a quick meeting about what happened. A little debriefing. Nothing to worry about.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“Although,” the Pharaoh said, reaching into his the folds of his clothes again. “My son was injured fighting the Taker. We have menders in the palace, but perhaps it is more prudent to have you examine him seeing as you already have all this equipment out.” He pulled out a small pouch. A light toss dropped it right on the table. The draw string had come loose, resulting in dozens of golden bars spilling out. “Your compensation.”

Tzheitza raised an eyebrow as she brushed her fingers over the metal, disturbing a few of the bars. “That’s a hummat more than enough.”

“Consider it payment for keeping that draken outside your shop all day. I can’t imagine you have had many customers today on account of my son’s foolishness.”

Hidden behind his heavy armor, Brakkt didn’t noticeably react. Tzheitza, on the other hand, snorted with a heavy nod of agreement. “Yeh can say that again,” she mumbled. Louder, she said, “Fine. Show me yer wound and I’ll dab a spot of juice on it.”

Brakkt’s servant must have gone back to the palace, because he hadn’t been here when Alyssa had returned. As such, Irulon pulled Brakkt off to the side and started helping him remove the plates of armor over his shoulder just as she had done back after the battle. It was a bit strange to see. Irulon usually had this aloofness about her, like she didn’t actually care about the people she interacted with. It was nice to know that she wasn’t completely heartless, even if she seemed to have a lot of trouble putting down the staff.

While the two of them worked with Tzheitza to figure out exactly what needed to be done for Brakkt’s wound, the Pharaoh stepped around the table to move closer to Fela. She followed him with her head, puffing her tail up slightly as he approached. Breaking eye contact for just a moment, Fela glanced to Alyssa for some reassurance.

Alyssa could only shrug.

“I was going to wait until later,” the Pharaoh said, touching the tip of his pointed beard. “As long as we are waiting for my son, I may as well ask: What do you hope to gain from being in my city?”

“Um…” Again, Fela’s eyes flicked to Alyssa. Finding no help there, she actually looked all the way to Irulon. But Irulon wasn’t obviously paying attention at the moment, so she got nothing. “I don’t know?”

The Pharaoh nodded like he had expected that answer. “And how do you feel about humans? In general.”

“Most leave me alone. And I leave them alone in turn.”

“And the ones that don’t?”

“They’re all dead.”

A note of silence followed her heavy statement. The Pharaoh stared at her for a moment longer before looking back over his shoulder. He and his palace guard locked eyes for a moment before the guard shrugged. The guard hardly seemed bothered about her being in the room, let alone her response.

Decorous, on the other hand, was pressed right up against the wall next to the door. His eyes hadn’t left the hellhound once since they arrived. Although he hadn’t drawn it, his hand was firmly gripped around the hilt of his sword.

It was a bit disappointing, in Alyssa’s opinion. She didn’t like him much, but at least he hadn’t seemed like a nervous wreck any other time she had seen him, even despite a few stressful situations. Maybe he had a bad experience with dogs in the past. Idly, Alyssa wondered just how Oxart would have reacted had she unexpectedly walked into a room with a hellhound.

“How would you like a job?” the Pharaoh said, turning back to Fela.

“A job? What is it?”

Alyssa had to clamp a hand over her mouth to fight off a sudden giggle. The situation was serious, but that phrasing just sparked an almost automatic response in Alyssa. It was probably a bad sign, she had seen some movies far far too much. Worse, her sudden movement had caught attention. The Pharaoh looked to her with an eyebrow raised, but thankfully didn’t say anything. He didn’t say anything to Fela either.

The man in the palace guard armor stepped forward. “I am Captain Trik of the Plague Containment Unit. And you are a hellhound with the scent of plague on your nose. We are quite effective at our job, but some outbreaks slip through even our fingers. These cause deaths or… worse. With your help, we could reduce the number of missed incidents. Possibly to zero.”

“In return,” the Pharaoh said, “I can ensure that your stay within the city remains comfortable and that most humans will leave you alone.”

“She won’t be paid?” Alyssa said, calm once again.

“I don’t think…” he trailed off a moment, hesitating, “she would have much use for coin. I doubt many merchants within the city would be willing to deal with her. The palace will provide if she requests food or clothing,” he said, looking back and eying her up. “Or anything else, for that matter. Within reason, of course. We will not be feeding her people.”

Fela narrowed her eyes, shrinking the flames coming from them by an inch. “I don’t eat humans,” she said, tone clearly offended.

“It was an example,” he said dismissively. “The job. How does it sound?”

“Would I be fighting more of those… things?”

“Like the Taker? Doubtful.”

Trik nodded his head. “With you helping us, we will hopefully be taking care of any future incidents long before they get to that point. Even then, I haven’t heard of anything quite so bad as what you faced today,” he said with a nod toward Brakkt.

Alyssa frowned at that, wondering why that might have been. Had no one as skilled as the Taker ever been fully infected before? Or perhaps he had embraced it to a degree that no one else had before. She thought to ask, but from what she gathered from Tzheitza, they really didn’t know all that much about the exact mechanics behind the plague. Tenebrael would probably know more.

While Alyssa furrowed her brow in thought, Fela did the same. The flames cut off completely as she closed her eyes. It took a few moments, but when she opened them again, she looked between the Pharaoh and Trik. “Can I have a few days to think?”

The Pharaoh nodded, holding the tip of his beard as it pointed up and down. “Captain Trik’s team will be busy with the current incident for a few days. Though that presents problems in its own ways.”

“Every time there is an incident like this, there is a sudden spike in plague victims. We try to take care of incidents as quietly as possible, which, unfortunately, did not happen today.”

“Wait,” Alyssa broke in, holding a hand up. “Hold on. I have a question. Well, two, but one isn’t too important right now. Are you saying that knowing about the plague increases the risk of infection?”

“We aren’t sure exactly, but there is a definite correlation between public events such as today’s and finding more incidents of infection than usual.”

“How often do members of your team wind up infected?”

“Since its inception shortly after Owlcroft became a pit ten years ago, only one incident has ever occurred. The previous captain was found in his home with blazing red eyes. Two years ago.”

“So it isn’t knowledge of the plague… It’s what… panic?” That… might make a certain amount of sense. What was it Tenebrael had said? Belief in her was the only thing keeping demons from running rampant around the world? If belief in her helped to stop the plague, trials that shook that belief would exacerbate it. “Are there also frequent incidents of plague on battlefields? Or perhaps after the city was attacked the other week?”

“Not… usually. Battlefields do occasionally wind up with one or more incidents, depending on the size of the armies. But they are taken care of quickly. An army marches together. Outliers are noticed almost immediately. As for the attack, actually no. Things have been normal in recent weeks, barring today. But there are occasionally upticks in plague sightings after heavily… disruptive events. How did you know?”

“A hunch. Another question: The Juno Federation, how much is known about their issues with the plague? Are they overrun with pits to the underworld and demons?”

Trik didn’t answer. He had to look to the Pharaoh.

Who simply stroked the tip of his beard for a few moments. “Why do you ask?”

“Just trying to put the pieces together.” The Juno Federation hated Tenebrael and were trying to erase her name from living memory. Or, at least, the Society of the Burning Shadow was trying to do that. The rest of the theology was presumably following suit. But, for some reason, Alyssa had a feeling that they were not overrun with demons. The real question was why? Was it Adrael’s doing? Belief in Adrael might work like belief in Tenebrael. Or it could have been something she had actually done to interfere with Her. Or possibly it was belief in some other deity that protected them. “You have spies, surely. What do they say?”

“As much as my daughter trusts you, I am not willing to divulge secrets of my rule to just anyone. Especially not in such a public place with monsters around… even if they are friendly at the moment.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together, but nodded. Her mother hadn’t ever been able to tell everything about her job. Operational security was a big deal, even for someone not that high on the overall ladder. This here and now would be like going up to the President of the United States in a Burger King and asking him who all his spies were and what they knew.

Instead of arguing, Alyssa simply changed topics. “Try this. There are priests—or whatever—of Tenebrael in the city, right?” At nods from most everyone in the room, she continued. “Have them wander around in the next few days. Public wanderings. Get them to bless things or preach or… deliver ale or whatever it is priests do. Especially around the two buildings that had the plague.”

“They usually do that without being directed,” Trik said bluntly.

Alyssa’s shoulders slumped. “Oh.” Well there goes my big plan. Sinking into the chair she had been using before the royal family barged in, she sighed. If faltering faith invited plague, inspiring faith in Tenebrael should have counteracted it. But apparently that was already being done without her genius input needed.

Still, she would have to talk to Tenebrael. Maybe the stupid angel would have an idea on how to increase her… presence. She would probably enjoy every minute of it.

“One more question,” Alyssa said. “I had this one before all that other stuff, but I didn’t want to interrupt Fela. The draken tracked Oxart halfway across the desert by scent. Can’t they help locate plague houses?”

Brakkt cleared his throat before anyone else could speak. Irulon was in the process of helping him reattach his shoulder piece. Tzheitza must have finished. “We’ve tried. Something about the plague interferes. Masks the scent.”

“But Fela can smell it?”

Decorous grumbled under his breath, though still loud enough for everyone to hear. “Probably because it is a hellhound. Sire,” he said louder. “I really must protest—”

“You and every other noble in the city, I’m sure.”

“It is my job to ensure that the city remains safe—”

“Then you should be pleased at this opportunity. The plague represents a danger that not even an army of trolls can hope to match. But save your breath. I will be calling the nobles to court soon enough to hear their complaints. I’ll be lucky if they’re finished before the year is out.” Leaving Decorous with a weary stare, the Pharaoh turned to his son. “Are you finished?”

“Nearly.”

“Good. Then let us cease our intrusion and adjourn to the palace. I have several other matters to discuss.” Though he was looking around the room, he ended up on Alyssa.

Somehow, she could tell, he was talking about Annihilator.
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                “I bring you here out of the goodness of my heart. I saved your life. I even saved the lives of those other humans at your request. And how do you repay me? You go blow a hole in my beautiful moon!”

Alyssa rolled her eyes. She had been wondering when Tenebrael would show up. Frankly, she was a little surprised that it had taken so long. The meeting with seemingly the entire royal population of the palace was still ongoing. She sat at a large, round table. Polished stone. Maybe marble? Her spot was adjacent to Irulon with Kasita on the other side. Fela sat one chair away. Brakkt, Decorous, Trik, and the Pharaoh were also in attendance.

But that wasn’t all. Alyssa had finally met the First Prince. A somewhat unassuming man, relative to his siblings, named Ryab. Like all the other members of the royal family, he had violet eyes. Darker in color, yet somehow almost luminous. Ryab’s eyes were definitely more intense than Brakkt or Irulon’s.

To the Pharaoh’s immediate right hand side, a bald man named Setesh sat with a deep scowl on his face. Between that baldness, his thick goatee, and the fact that he was the Royal Vizier, Alyssa had to wonder just what he was plotting. Her opinion of him was not helped by the fact that he kept turning that scowl toward her, looking at her like she had ruined everything.

Later, she would have to warn Irulon to keep an eye on him. Had she known that the royal family kept such a sinister adviser, she would have said something long ago. He clearly was up to no good.

Aside from him, an additional city guard captain had joined them. Apparently Kalne, the former acting captain, had been promoted to a proper captain. Her promotion had not fixed her nervousness as far as Alyssa could see, but her occasional jitters might have been because of her proximity to Fela. She was the closest human to the hellhound in the room.

Alyssa did have to give her credit for being willing to sit there. As soon as they had entered the room, Decorous had practically sprinted to the seat furthest from Fela. Maybe it was his usual seat during these kinds of conferences, but he sure had rushed away as fast as he could. Aside from sitting next to Fela, Kalne seemed far more willing to go along with the Pharaoh’s idea of having Fela find plagued individuals.

The current topic of discussion.

And it was carrying on despite Tenebrael now lounging on the tabletop. She was lying on her side, propped up on one elbow while she used her other hand to idly stir the wine glass in front of Alyssa. No one could see her except Alyssa and maybe Kasita if the mimic was paying attention. Alyssa crossed her arms, staring at the angel with a frown. She hadn’t stopped time.

But did it really matter? Everyone in the room was aware of invisible angels. A few of the people were aware that one of those invisible angels was Tenebrael.

So Alyssa shrugged and asked, “Is the Taker dead?” Her voice had been low and quiet, but it still managed to interrupt Setesh, who promptly glared.

“As I said,” Irulon answered. “I can confirm that he was hit by Annihilator. Anything beyond that is only speculation. Even I can’t fully calculate your power output or where it would have… Oh. Oh!” Her eyes widened to the size of saucers, apparently noticing where Alyssa was looking. Maybe she noticed the swirling of the wine or maybe some other subtle clue tipped her off. Whatever it was, she lurched to her feet, knocking her chair over in the process. Uncaring of the noise it made, she dropped to her knees. “Thank you,” was all she said and it was little more than a mumble.

Tenebrael just chuckled. “I can confirm that a demon had to go scrape the remains of his soul off the surface of the moon.”

Alyssa let out a short sigh, smiling. “Good,” she said. A little louder, she addressed the room. “I have it from a reliable authority in these matters that the Taker did die. In addition, he is probably the first person to have died on the moon. So lucky him. That’s one less thing to worry about.”

One less really didn’t diminish the list by as much as she would have liked. Octavia was still a problem. Alyssa didn’t like the idea of keeping her alive, even if she were to be kept in a constant state of stasis. But it really wasn’t her decision. There was the moderately worrisome matter of wondering how many people in this room were infected, but that didn’t seem like a good question to just blurt out in front of them. Not when the answers could lead to panic and rash action.

Setesh stood, placing his bony hands flat against the table. “What are you talking about? And… Princess Irulon, what are you doing?”

“It’s fine,” Alyssa said quietly, leaning toward Irulon. “She said you don’t have to do that.”

“I said nothing of the sort.” Tenebrael’s voice was as snooty as she could possibly make it. “In fact, all the rest of these mortals should be on their knees too. It’s such a shame. People get a little used to you and then they show you no respect.”

Alyssa rolled her eyes again. They probably would be on their knees if they knew who was using the table as a grand piano. They didn’t know. And nobody was asking either, except Setesh. As it was, they were too busy being shocked by Irulon’s sudden dive to the ground. Which she was slowly recovering from. She had righted her chair, but hadn’t taken a seat yet. Her eyes were flicking back and forth between normal violet and the black and white rings while staring at the wine glass.

Tenebrael popped her finger out; her grey skin was completely untouched by the red color of the wine. It wasn’t even wet. “You ready to go?”

“Go? Now?”

“I phrased it like a question, but you don’t have too much choice. We can delay a few hours, but you’ll miss your lessons.”

Alyssa sat up a little straighter. She definitely did not want to do that. Looking around, she first had to frown. One seat was completely empty. Angels were not omniscient, but Kasita having disappeared right in front of her surely hadn’t gone unnoticed. Alyssa had a feeling that, if she activated Unseen Sight and checked her pockets, she would find Kasita stowing away.

Maybe Tenebrael would let it slide. Some willful ignorance that would let Kasita take a journey back to Earth. Or maybe she really hadn’t noticed. The angel certainly hadn’t given any indication of her being aware of Kasita’s current location.

Drawing attention to it now would just ruin everything. Alyssa remained silent.

From the last two words Alyssa had said, Irulon had probably figured out absolutely everything. It was hard to describe someone’s face as being envious. Envy wasn’t an expression so much as it was a deeply internal and sometimes subconscious emotion. But right now, looking at Irulon, Alyssa had a feeling that she would give anything to trade places.

It was… deeply uncomfortable.

Pressing her lips together, Alyssa looked back to Tenebrael. The angel just shook her head sadly. Alyssa had expected as much. Something must have shown on her face because Irulon let out a long sigh.

“Sorry,” Alyssa said quietly.

Irulon just nodded, calm yet morose.

Everyone else looked more confused than anything else. That was fine. If Irulon wanted to explain, she could. “Sorry,” Alyssa said again, this time to everyone. “Something has come up and I must attend to some business. If there was anything else important regarding this meeting, I’ll be back by morning, probably. Oh!” Alyssa pulled out her phone and handed it to Irulon. Tenebrael took it away every time she went to Earth, so she might as well leave it with someone who might make some use of it.

Setesh’s fairer skin was turning red with rage. Alyssa wasn’t quite sure what he was so upset about. It was true that this might be disrespectful to the Pharaoh, but he didn’t seem to care. The Pharaoh just stroked his beard, twiddling with the pointed tip.

Unfortunately for the evil vizier, it was too late. Tenebrael had her finger pointing and a magic circle growing out from the tip of it. Before he or anyone else could say anything, they disappeared.

Or rather, Alyssa disappeared.

A part of her wished she could see what was going on in that room at this moment. Teleportation spells did exist, such as Recall. Although it was an anomaly, her ability to cast spells without speaking them was known by most people in that room, the Pharaoh included. So it probably wasn’t too spectacular. It would definitely be a different story if she were in some briefing room on Earth with generals ignorant of magic, but that wasn’t here or there.

Earth popped into being around her. The familiar sounds, sights, and smells came back with it. Her first time back to Earth, she had needed a minute to stop and absorb it all. Now, she was getting a little used to teleporting between worlds. Maybe too used to it. Of course, this was likely to be the last time. Maybe she should indulge in the beeps, engine noises, and undercurrent of a higher population as much as possible.

Looking around to find out exactly where on Earth she had arrived, Alyssa felt her stomach drop.

“No. W-Why are we here?”

They were standing on a street. A regular suburban street with chip-sealed asphalt, grassy lawns, some sizable trees, and rows of houses. It was a scene common across most of America. So common that this very scene could be found in every state, probably. She had never actually been to every state. Or even most of them, for that matter. This one, however, she was intimately familiar with.

Turning around, her heart sank.

It had been a long time since she had left Teneville. A long time since she had seen her house. But even when leaving Teneville, it hadn’t really felt like her house. After all, she hadn’t grown up next to a lake and a forest. It had been a building that looked like her home in the middle of nowhere. She had grown up in a little town.

This little town.

Alyssa took a step toward it without even meaning to. Realizing what she had done, she turned to Tenebrael, trying to keep calm. “Please tell me this is your idea of a joke. Or… trying to comfort me?”

Tenebrael smiled, but it wasn’t a happy smile. It was the kind of smile that would be offered to a widow at a funeral. It was a smile that made Alyssa’s heart skip a beat.

“I wish I could, Alyssa Meadows. Believe me, I wish I could. But we are here for a reason.”

Alyssa pinched her eyes shut, breathing in. Her chest shook as the air escaped her lungs. “What… What happens?”

“Wouldn’t you rather try connecting with me first? I’ve prepared a few miracles for you to try granting this time.”

“Just tell me!” she shouted. Taking a breath, she opened her eyes and stared right into Tenebrael’s luminescent whites. “Please.”

“The man you killed, had things gone according to the original plan, went on the run after killing you. Already feeling mildly guilty about killing Chris Altrac, killing Jason Stiles pushed him over the edge. Guilt set in and started crushing him. He is starved, having not eaten anything since last week, and is quite delusional. In his ill mental state, he decided to commit suicide. Via rope. Or fishing line, if you want to be specific. He wanted to do it over his son’s grave, but, having been on the run for a month and a half, he hasn’t the slightest idea where it is.

“Tonight, he comes here. If he can’t find the grave, killing himself where his son died is the next best thing. Or so he would have thought, had you not killed him.”

Alyssa clenched her fists. If she hadn’t already killed him, hearing that might have been enough to set her off. But… “Who dies? Who are we here to rescue? My… My neighbor? Mister Kelsey?” Disgusting even herself, her voice carried a note of hope to it.

Tenebrael shook her head back and forth. “Your mother comes home. In his delusion, he sees you in her place and flies into a rage.”

“N-No.” Alyssa staggered back. Her breathing didn’t feel right. It was too fast, but felt too slow. “He can’t k-kill Mom. She was in the a-army. She wouldn’t lose to—”

Stepping closer, Tenebrael wrapped Alyssa in a warm hug, using both her wings and her arms. “It’s alright. It’s alright. Look,” she said, pulling a hand back so that Alyssa could see. Two crystals were suspended in the air above her hand. Two souls. “One to fill that body I’ve been puppeting around and one to save your mother.”

A sudden anger filled Alyssa, burning in her chest. Her eyes blazed as she shoved Tenebrael away. “You were going to make me kill her! If I hadn’t grabbed that first soul, you would have made me kill Chris and Jason and my own mother!”

“But you did. And you don’t have to.” The souls whizzed off through the air, vanishing into the fluff of Tenebrael’s feathers. “Don’t focus on the things that might have been. Focus on the things that will be. Your mother will be saved.”

“And what about Dad? Clark? Uncle Earl? And…” Her voice pitched, making her stop. “L-Losing me had to have been devastating. I’ve been trying to avoid thinking about it because I haven’t been able to do anything about it, but… What happens to them? Me and my mom? So close together. D-Dad…”

Tenebrael didn’t answer. She just stood there, staring with that stupid funeral smile on her face.

“What happens to them!” Alyssa shouted, clutching at her chest. Her heart ached. A churning in her stomach threatened to expel the meal she had eaten with the Pharaoh all over the street.

“I don’t know.”

Alyssa locked her jaw, grinding her teeth together. “Then pull out your stupid little book and find out!”

“Iosefael’s book… no, Earth’s book is in Iosefael’s hands.”

“Then go get it!”

“These souls tonight are going to be collected by Iosefael. She knows that you haven’t died, but she doesn’t know that your mother won’t have died or that the soul she takes from my puppet won’t be the original soul. I don’t want to tip her off that we’re even here tonight. It’s why I’m not just handing over the souls to the angels, why we’re going through with this whole charade to keep our presence in these events hidden. I’ve memorized everything involving our job here. Everything that happens after?” She shook her head.

“You didn’t think I’d want to know?”

“As you said, you can’t do anything about it. Isn’t believing that everything turns out well better than knowing that everything might not?”

Alyss stared at Tenebrael’s face, searching for something. She wasn’t sure exactly what that something was, but she knew that she wasn’t finding it. Swallowing a lump in her throat, she turned her back on Tenebrael. “Just leave me alone.”

“On the positive side, there aren’t any witnesses. It won’t be like last time. We can just lay the bodies out how they would be when they are found and deal with them like that. No precise timings or—”

“Did you not hear me? Get out of my sight!”

For a moment, all Alyssa could hear was the sound of her own ragged breathing. It took more courage than she would have liked to admit to look over her shoulder.

Tenebrael was gone. Not even a single feather wafted through the air. Just an empty street, the light chirps of unseen birds, and a car driving past the end of the road.

Alyssa turned back to her house. She wanted to take a step toward it, but her feet just wouldn’t budge no matter how hard she tried. Her mind was a mess. Half formed thoughts popped up only to be buried under other. Alyssa would see her mother again. She could tell her all kinds of strange stories about Nod. A part of her was looking forward to it. A little bubble of excitement.

But her father… he would have had both women in his life ripped out of it. He had always been a gentle man. The kind of person who enjoyed the outdoors, playing music on his guitar, and spending time with his family. After today, half his family would be gone.

And Clark. What must he be thinking? He had always been the strong type. The kind of person Alyssa had looked up to. A perfect older brother? Absolutely not. But he was Alyssa’s brother. He was off at college. Living in a dorm. Surely he had come back home for… a funeral. Now he would have to come back for another one?

“Are you okay?”

Alyssa jerked, nearly falling flat on her face. Only her quick reflexes saved her. Whirling around, she glared. “I didn’t think you made it.”

Kasita shrugged. “I did hear your conversation with Tenebrael.” She tilted her head to one side. “Your half of it. Is everything… I mean, it isn’t alright, obviously, but…”

“No. It’s not alright at all.” The house looked so peaceful. With the front window having been repaired, no one would ever guess that several murders had taken place inside. And would take place later.

“Not going to go in? Look around? It’s been a while since you’ve been here, right?”

“I… I’m scared. What if I go in and my room is exactly how I left it? What if it isn’t? What if it’s empty, everything packed up?” Alyssa shuddered. “I hadn’t thought about it until now, but… I don’t know which would be worse.”

“Want me to take a little peek for you?”

Alyssa shook her head. “I’m going to have to see it later. Better get it over with now.”

“You’re going through with it? After that argument?”

“I don’t have much choice, do I?” Alyssa said, walking forward at a snail’s pace. “If I refuse to do anything, Tenebrael might do something worse. She might…” She swallowed, not even wanting to think about what that angel might do if pressed.

Somehow, with Kasita next to her, Alyssa felt better about getting closer. Her snail pace didn’t speed up, but she did manage to continue. The mimic gave her just that little bit of courage she needed to put one foot in front of the other.

It took five minutes, but they eventually made it from the middle of the street up to the front door. Kasita didn’t say anything more on the way, letting Alyssa unwind her mind in silence. Alyssa knelt down just before the steps. The flowerbed had a few decorative rocks sitting in the dirt. Alyssa dug a fingernail into a nearly invisible seam on one of them, flipping open the top. The key was right where it always was.

Her hand shook. It took three tries to get the key into the deadbolt.

“Your father,” Kasita said, breaking the silence. “If you want, I could hide here, stay behind and try to get a message to him. Let him know that you’re alright.”

Alyssa sucked in a breath. That would be perfect. And she almost said as much. Except for one little thing. “You would be trapped here. I don’t think Tenebrael is planning on having me come back here ever again. Until I… Unless I figure out a way to get here on my own, you would be stuck.”

“That doesn’t seem so bad. A whole world to explore. No one harboring any feelings against mimics. No one knowing what a mimic really is.”

“No one to talk to, to confide in. That’s assuming you can interact with anyone at all. Tenebrael might be gone, but I doubt anyone can perceive us at the moment. If you can be seen, with technology here, you would surely be found out eventually. People would try to catch you. Probably experiment on you.”

“Do you honestly think people here have a chance at catching me without magic?”

“Well… no.” It would take something special to capture Kasita. A sealed container might do it, but they would still have to actually get her into the container. But just being noticed was another problem. “If you start interacting with people, I’m sure the angels will notice. And I bet they have a way to track your origins back to Nod. All this will have been pointless if they end up finding out about it all.”

“There are already four angels running around back home. What’s a few more?”

“It could be the difference between a few angels trying to ‘fix’ Tenebrael and her world versus a full on apocalypse.” Alyssa shook her head. “But… maybe a message would work. One small little message that I could leave under Dad’s pillow…” Trying to think up just what such a message might say was not the easiest thing. It had to be believable, something to prove that she was alive, and… probably wouldn’t do all that much to relieve grief. If anything, a message popping up and reminding him of what he had lost would just make things worse.

“Maybe not,” Alyssa said as she finally pushed the door open.

Kasita allowed her silence as she walked inside. It was strange being back. Really back. It had been well over a month and yet, she felt like she had never left. Do people who move away and return home get the same feeling? A wood-floored hallway crossed past the entryway. To her left, the office and her parents’ bedroom. To her right, her room, her brother’s room, and the kitchen and dining room. She thought to head left, to maybe leave something under her father’s pillow, but her gaze was drawn down to the right.

Her door at the end of the hallway was closed. She had never kept it closed before. Only when she was sleeping. To have it closed now…

Uncanny. That was the only way to describe it. Her stomach hadn’t been feeling well since she realized where she was. The door being shut was just another thing that unsettled her.

But Alyssa walked toward it. Down the hallway, to the door, and… Her hand was on the handle, but she had to stop and take a breath. Nodding to herself, she turned her wrist and pushed it open.

Twelve years ago, Alyssa’s parents had built the house. Before that, it had just been an empty lot. She had been in high school at the time. Freshman year. She had fond memories of driving over from their old, smaller house across town every so often. Every time she came, something would be different. First, the weeds had been torn up. Then a giant pit had been dug in the ground for the basement. The basement got its cement walls and floor. Foundations for the rest of the house sprung up, plywood got laid out, the empty frame went up. Pipes, wires, insulation, sheetrock, walls, sidings. Alyssa herself had laid tile in the front entryway. Her father had been a bit stingy and hadn’t wanted to pay contractors for something so easy that the family could handle it. As a result, the tiles weren’t quite level, but it was home.

Home.

Opening the door to her room, Alyssa clasped her hand over her mouth, stumbling back.

The room was alien. It looked like it had halfway through construction. Her bed was gone. So was her dresser. The carpet had been torn up. The padding underneath as well. Rough plywood subfloor was all that was left. Two of the walls lacked paint up to her shoulders. It had been sanded down, ground all the way to the sheetrock.

Alyssa couldn’t breathe. The room spun around her. The edges of her vision darkened.

The last thing she heard was Kasita panicking. “Alyssa? Alyssa!”
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                Alyssa… wasn’t quite certain what was going on.

She could remember her last thoughts well enough. She had just walked into her room. It had been torn up and looked nothing like she remembered. What was it Tenebrael had said? In some alternate timeline, Alyssa wound up stabbed forty-odd times and bled out in her own room? That might explain the room’s state. Blood had to have gotten absolutely everywhere.

The shock of it had sent her reeling. How must her parents have felt? Walking in with all that blood and two separate corpses, one belonging to their daughter. Alyssa hadn’t even considered that aspect of it before. Maybe it was that she found it difficult to reconcile the idea of herself being dead with obviously not being dead. Somehow, she had just pictured her parents standing in front of a tombstone bearing her name. Sad, definitely, but not traumatizing.

Her last thoughts had been empathetic of her parents’ thoughts. Feelings of fear, revulsion, and horror had overwhelmed her.

But at the moment, all those feelings were muted. This place, it was identical to when Tenebrael had been drawing out her soul. She remembered it clearly. And she remembered the dangerous apathy that came with it. Still, even though she was confused, Alyssa couldn’t help but be thankful for the reprieve from her emotions. And her other ailments. She didn’t have a stomach so she couldn’t have that gnawing sensation. Her mind was gone and with it, her headache.

Fortunately, she seemed to have a better grasp of herself this time. Alyssa didn’t know how she wound up like this. Tenebrael hadn’t been around to help draw out her soul. But, perhaps thanks to her previous experience in such an environment? Maybe it was her drastically stronger emotions before entering this state compared to last time. Whatever it was, at least she knew what she needed to do. And she felt she had the drive to accomplish it.

The big question was the how?

Last time, Tenebrael had called to her. The voice had given her some semblance of awareness. Now, there was nothing. She could see nothing, hear nothing, and feel nothing. There wasn’t even a light breeze against her skin to give her a mild idea of where she might be heading. She didn’t have skin at all. Despite her heightened awareness and determination, she couldn’t actually tell if she was moving straight, moving in circles, or moving at all.

Alyssa stopped trying. A sudden fear entered her mind, one of a far more existential nature than her earlier fears about what her parents must have thought upon finding her.

What if I am moving further from my body?

Tenebrael had said that this was dangerous, that people had died in the past. She hadn’t gone into specifics, but Alyssa could easily see how someone might drift off in the wrong direction for eternity, leaving their body behind until it died and an angel collected their soul.

But did physical distance actually matter? The Throne wasn’t anywhere around, yet Tenebrael eventually wanted Alyssa to try connecting to it. That stupid angel hadn’t explained well enough. Or at all, for that matter. However, if she assumed that physical distance was just an illusion in this place, maybe she was thinking about moving all wrong. At risk of using as bad as analogies as Tenebrael’s video game one, it could be that Alyssa needed to think about the situation more like she was a radio signal and her body was a receiver. Or vice-versa.

How did that help? It meant that she would need to tune into her body rather than walk toward it. The only real advice Tenebrael had given her related to feelings and emotions. She should hold on to what she was feeling and not let it go. Even if most of what she had been feeling before falling unconscious had been muted, that she still felt something at all was a drastic improvement over last time. In addition, she could definitely feel her irritation growing.

Somehow, this was all Tenebrael’s fault. If she woke up to find Tenebrael standing over her, using this as an impromptu lesson, Alyssa was going to punch that stupid angel right in the nose.

The moment she imagined her fist hitting Tenebrael, Alyssa felt something. Not an emotion, though there was a small bit of catharsis. It was something external. Like a needle pricking her arm. Before she could even begin at guessing what that feeling really was, it faded away.

So Alyssa imagined punching Tenebrael again.

Again, she felt that prick in her arm. This time, prepared for it, she grabbed hold and held onto it. If she had to describe to someone else how she grabbed onto an imaginary feeling that might not actually be there, she wouldn’t have been able to do it. Instinct, she supposed.

The feeling went to recede again. This time, with her metaphorical hand around it, it pulled her with it. A brief sensation of falling came to a sudden stop as Alyssa hit her back against something.

Promptly leaning to one side, Alyssa dumped the contents of her stomach all over the wooden hallway floor.

I’m back, she thought, wiping at her lips with the back of her hand. Despite all the discomfort, the wobbly feeling she felt in her arms, and the hefty drain that came with throwing up, Alyssa had to smile at herself. She had done something and she had done it all on her own. She wasn’t connected to Tenebrael—that feeling of glory filling her was completely absent—but she had gotten back into her own body.

And it was her body. Sitting on the floor in the hallway of her home, she patted herself down. Just to make sure. Her muscles, her face, her hair.

“Kasita?” Alyssa just about choked on her words. Her voice was raspy and her throat burned. She needed a drink. The kitchen should have something. She got to her feet, but it took effort. The wobbly feeling in her arms was not confined there. Her legs felt like she had been running on a treadmill for a good hour. Not the soreness part, but that odd sensation where she felt like she was still moving even when she clearly wasn’t. “Kasita?” she said again, a bit louder. The mimic had been right next to her. Where had she gone?

Looking down the hall, Alyssa scowled.

“The relic has been returned to Nod. Its memories of the last two hours have been removed.”

Alyssa drew back a fist and tried to throw it, only for her unsteady body to betray her. She stumbled forward and flopped into Tenebrael’s waiting arms. “I hate you,” she mumbled. “Did you do that to me?”

“I did not. But you performed very well. You didn’t connect with me, but you made it back into your body.”

“Then why did it happen? And why didn’t you help put me back in properly? Or give me better advice, at least.”

“For the first question, it would be easy to shrug and say that it was just you being you. But that actually isn’t the case. Have you ever heard of someone in a deeply stressful situation suddenly gaining the ability to overcome their situation despite all odds? Maybe a father able to lift a school bus when their child is trapped underneath. Or a child trapped in the wilderness managing to do just the right things to survive long enough to be rescued. Sometimes, a mortal manages to perform such feats on their own. Sometimes, they steal divine power from nearby angels. It is hard to tell which, though the latter usually leaves evidence in the books,” Tenebrael said. As she mentioned books, she reached back and pulled one out. One with a golden bookmark. “When that happens, the angel that notices is required to return to the Throne and report to the Virtues and Authorities to ensure that nothing went wrong. Sometimes, some rewrites have to take place.”

Tenebrael fell silent, opening the book to the bookmarked page with one hand. Alyssa was still leaning against her, obstructing the other. “Of course, most mortals don’t realize what they’ve done. That part of this is all you. And you didn’t actually end up casting any miracles. Which I confess some disappointment about, but it means less work for me.”

Alyssa sighed. She had a thousand complaints, but she felt exhausted. The rubbery feeling in her arms and legs was lessening, at least. Being able to stand on her own would be nice. She still wanted to punch Tenebrael, even if she hadn’t actually done anything. Or because she hadn’t done anything. “And not helping me?”

“I didn’t want to worry you last time, so I didn’t mention it. While your soul is drawn out, I won’t be able to help. Calling out to you would be about all I could do, and you seemed to have the situation under control. The only other interaction I can do with your soul drawn out is to fully remove your soul. Your body would die and there would be nothing left to do but consume you. Or deliver you to the Throne, but I wouldn’t be so cruel.”

Scowling, Alyssa pushed herself away from Tenebrael. “Worry aside, I think I would have rather known that.”

“I would have tried talking you through it if you looked to be struggling, but by the time I arrived, you were already well on your way to restoring proper order to things. I saw no need to intervene.”

“Except to take Kasita back.”

“That took but seconds,” Tenebrael said with a shrug.

“Why remove her memories? You know I’m just going to tell her everything that happens anyway.”

“And I am counting on that. It is your prerogative to do so. However, I am restricted in what I can and cannot do.”

She used that defense for a lot of things. Any time she did or didn’t do something, it was ‘oh, I have to do it like this because I literally cannot help it.’ Even when it worked to Alyssa’s benefit, such as when Tenebrael had to fix the damage Adrael had done to Irulon and Musca, it was still a begrudging sort of benefit. How different would things be—how different would Tenebrael act—if she could do whatever she wanted whenever she wanted?

Unfortunately, it was a purely hypothetical thought. Alyssa hadn’t the slightest clue how she might break that element of Tenebrael’s… programming, for lack of a better word. Even if she could do it, she wasn’t sure that she would. Tenebrael had the potential to go around healing everyone, reshaping the world into a genuine utopia. But she could also usher in an apocalypse all on her own. The latter might even be more likely, what with her having introduced the demon plague to the world.

“Speaking of things that must or must not be done, I managed to slip in and steal this from Iosefael without her noticing.” She lightly raised and lowered the black book as she spoke. “I need to return it soon, so I’ll ask this only once: Do you really want to know what happens to your father?”

Alyssa sucked in a breath. But she didn’t answer. Do I want to know? There was no chance that Tenebrael was going to let her change things. Kasita was gone. Even though Alyssa didn’t want to leave her friends here alone, that option was now closed off to her anyway.

“Just tell me, he doesn’t… try to kill himself, does he?” Alyssa didn’t think her father would do such a thing. But… losing both her and her mother in such a short amount of time… that had to change someone. “And Clark too. He… I mean… they’ll be alright, right? Mostly?”

Tenebrael flipped a page of the book using only her thumb. She hummed a moment as she nodded her head. “Good news. No suicides in your immediate family. Congratulations.”

Relief flooded through Alyssa, almost making her legs turn to jelly again. That was what she had been most worried about above anything else.

“Is that all you wanted to know? Don’t want to know the names of your brother’s children when he has twins in fiveish years? Or who your father gets remarried to later down the road?”

“No. I… Dad gets remarried?”

“In roughly twenty years. There’s a lot of heartache as he is selling this place, but he and your brother start living together, which goes on for a few years. But after he starts living on his own again, he realizes just how lonely it is to be a widower. Enter: Lisa.”

“She has the same name as Mom?” Staring, Alyssa could hardly believe what Tenebrael had just said. But, as Tenebrael was so fond of reminding her, angels weren’t supposed to lie. So it had to be the truth.

“A coincidence, I’m sure,” Tenebrael said with an almost amused shrug.

“You know what? I don’t think I want to know.”

Tenebrael snapped the book shut, tilting her head. “Are you angry?”

“I… No. Of course not. I’m happy that he can move on with his life without us. It’s just…” Alyssa crossed her arms, not quite sure what she was feeling. Irritation, maybe. At herself? Her father? Surely not. He hadn’t even done anything yet. And even if he did get remarried, she couldn’t blame him for it. Maybe it was just that his future… companion had the same name as her mother.

“It’s just that you aren’t really gone,” Tenebrael said with an understanding tone in her voice. “And your mother won’t be either.”

Alyssa huffed. “I think I hate knowing the future.”

“You’re the one who asked.”

“I know.”

“Well, now you know how I feel about these stupid books.”

Whatever other disagreements they had, Alyssa could definitely concur with Tenebrael on that sentiment. Destroying those books would be best for everyone. “Is there no way we can take him with us? Leave behind an empty meat puppet like what you’ve done with my murderer?”

“Are you kidding? This has been a pain for a month. Your would-be murderer has hardly interacted with anyone. The same wouldn’t be true for your father. And you want me to do it for years? I don’t think so. Besides, without me rushing back to Earth every five seconds, I’ll be able to spend far more time with you on Nod. We’re clearly not going to have proper lessons today, but time will open up in the future for far more tests and experimentation.”

Alyssa tried to smile—the sooner she got a handle on things, the sooner she could go find her father and tell him what really happened—but she just wasn’t feeling it at the moment.

“Was there anything else you wanted?” Tenebrael said, holding the book aloft. “That kid who made fun of you in elementary school, maybe you care to know what happened to him?”

“No. No thank you. I just want to wash out my mouth and sit down for a moment.” Alyssa glanced back to the floor, but the mess she had made was gone. Tenebrael must have waved a hand and vanished it.

“I’ll reset the house before we return, so feel free to eat and drink to your heart’s content.”

There goes my other plan, Alyssa thought with sagging shoulders. If Tenebrael was going to remove everything she had done, she would remove any sticky notes under pillows. Assuming the spell or miracle or whatever was wide area, it would get rid of a note even if she didn’t know about it.

All Alyssa could do was nod her head.

Tenebrael vanished into an explosion of feathers without another word, leaving Alyssa alone in the alien hall of her own home. The door to her room had been shut, she noticed. She had almost been scared to look, but Tenebrael or Kasita must have done so to spare her from having to see inside. Already knowing that it had been torn apart, she doubted she would react so poorly if she opened it again, but Alyssa didn’t.

She turned away, moving the few steps to the kitchen entryway. It, the dining room, and the family room were all connected without walls. The counter provided some division between the kitchen and the dining room, but that was it. A large picture of Alyssa’s parents smiling and waving at the camera in front of the pyramids in Egypt occupied one wall of the family room. Alyssa found herself standing in front of it, staring.

They looked so happy. The trip to Egypt had only been a year ago. Alyssa’s mother had always been deeply into archeology, especially archeology relating to mummies, tombs, and temples in Egypt. With tensions in the area having dipped, they both felt that going then was their best chance. If tensions spiked again, they might have wound up too old to properly travel by the time it was safe enough.

Alyssa had been nervous about their trip. She hadn’t said anything, knowing how much her mother wanted to go. Her grandfather on her mother’s side had been from Egypt originally, so she felt a bit bad about complaining about it too. And, in the end, nothing had happened. They had had a great time. Tried a bunch of foods that they hadn’t had before, crouch-walked through the robber tunnels in the pyramids, bribed guards to let them take pictures of things that people were really not supposed to take pictures of, and even went on a little cruise down the Nile.

Turning to the kitchen, idly wondering what was going to become of the picture, Alyssa pulled out a cup and filled it up at the fridge water dispenser. Her thoughts whirled. Before, she had felt panicky and stressed. Now, she just felt melancholic.

Would her mother find Nod interesting? Although she had enjoyed Egypt, she had never really been the outdoorsy type that her father and brother were. Would she be happy to see Alyssa? The answer should be yes, but, at the same time, a little fear had wormed its way into Alyssa’s thoughts.

Would she resent Alyssa for taking her away from Earth, from her husband, and from her life?
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                Alyssa’s heart skipped a beat as she heard the garage door creak open. It was such a familiar noise. She honestly hadn’t believed that she was homesick, but being around so much nostalgia was trying. The footsteps through the laundry room were softer than she remembered. Is that a sign of depression? Or am I imagining things?

She didn’t get a chance to consider her own question.

“Mom,” Alyssa whispered to herself.

The woman who just crossed the hall into the kitchen didn’t notice. She couldn’t notice. Alyssa’s mother hung her keys on the hook right next to the doorway. With hardened eyes, she looked around, only to let out a small sigh. Despite staring right at Alyssa while looking around, she didn’t see anything.

Tenebrael hadn’t undone the invisibility—she hovered nearby, strangely silent as she watched Alyssa.

For her part, Alyssa was practically chewing her fingernails. Was it just her or did her mother look thinner than she last remembered? It wasn’t to the point of malnutrition, but she had definitely lost weight. And her hair, it had a serious case of grey color at the roots. Her mother wasn’t that old. Stress supposedly could make hair lose its color, but…

“Can’t you let me talk to her yet?”

“She needs to grab some food from the closet. If we were acting things out properly, this would be the part where your murderer is trying to decide whether he should leave your room to investigate the noise your mother made coming home. He does, but not for another minute.”

“You can arrange everything however it needs to be arranged.”

“True. However, do you really want to start a conversation only to have to stop it to shoot her double? I was planning on freezing her completely. Unless you want her to watch you murder her.”

Grimacing, Alyssa had to nod. She would rather not let her mother see what she was about to do. Would Alyssa tell her later on? It would be difficult to hide most of the things she had done on Nod. Not unless Alyssa dumped her off with Chris and Jason and proceeded to ignore her the way she was neglecting the two of them. That was something Alyssa wouldn’t be able to do, let alone wanted to do.

But the things on Earth. Murdering people who had already died once to save a few people… Her mother wouldn’t be upset with that. Surely. Having been in the military, having been deployed overseas in Afghanistan and Bosnia, she had to have seen things. The rug in the hallway had been a gift from a governor—or something equivalent—that her mother had received while training the Afghani police a few years back. He had apparently been assassinated only a few days later. Had her mother actually killed anyone? Alyssa couldn’t say. It wasn’t something they had ever talked about. But she wouldn’t have stuck with the military if she hadn’t believed that some needed to fight and some needed to be fought.

Besides, it wasn’t like Alyssa was killing people to save other people. At least not in the case of Chris and Jason and… this incident. They were people who already died. So no problem there. Probably. Really, Alyssa should worry far more over what her mother would think of her killing dozens in that Society outpost.

She would have to worry over that later. When she actually had a chance to talk with her mother.

Alyssa’s thoughts came to a crashing halt as a glass jar shattered against the floor. She had been so absorbed in herself that she hadn’t noticed the murderer rounding the corner. Her mother had noticed, but he had a pistol raised, aimed at her.

“Partially severing target’s connection to this world.”

Everything stopped.

“Here is the duplicate,” Tenebrael said, sliding the still form of Alyssa’s mother to the side and moving an identical copy into her place. “Take the pistol from him then get ready to shoot once here—” She tapped just under the right breast of the copy. “—and here.” Left side, just a bit higher than the first shot. “As soon as I put the soul in, go ahead and fire.”

That queasy sensation in Alyssa’s stomach started rising again. What if something went wrong? What if Tenebrael mixed up the bodies? She wouldn’t. That would be something she would know would piss Alyssa off permanently. If Alyssa wound up shooting her own mother because of Tenebrael’s mix-up… she didn’t even want to think about it. It would make her Tenebrael’s enemy for as long as she lived. Possibly after as well.

How would she fight against Tenebrael if she couldn’t learn angelic magic? A brief image of the Taker’s burning red eyes flashed through her mind.

Shuddering, Alyssa shook her head. It wouldn’t happen. But, just to be sure, Alyssa didn’t so much as blink as she took the pistol from the meat puppet. Her eyes remained locked on her mother. Her real mother, not the fake doll that Tenebrael had prepared.

The crystallized soul expanded out into a smoky mist. With a nod to Alyssa, Tenebrael pressed the soul into the body. Her hands hardly moved, but the mist rushed in as if the body were a vacuum. The second the last of the mist disappeared, Alyssa squeezed the trigger, forcing herself to keep her eyes open. Both shots hit right where Tenebrael had marked. The body fell backward and… writhed. It jerked and twitched. Its fingers scraped across the linoleum floor, failing to find purchase.

“She… it isn’t dead.”

“Technically speaking, this body doesn’t actually die here. Neighbors heard the gunshots and will call emergency services. This body dies about one minute after paramedics arrive. Blood loss. This one actually dies first,” she said, turning to the meat puppet. “And you’re going to kill it in a strange way.”

Alyssa couldn’t tear her eyes away from the… body. Her mother. It had her mother’s face. The contorted, twisting… it was clearly trying to scream, but it wasn’t succeeding. All it managed was a wet noise, like someone with a particularly bad cough. It just kept—

Tenebrael moved, blocking Alyssa’s sight of the body. Yet Alyssa still couldn’t turn her head. With the angel in the way, all Alyssa could see was the cleavage slit in the black dress. Tenebrael’s warm fingers touched Alyssa’s chin, pointing her gaze upward. “Don’t focus on that.” Those warm fingers gently turned Alyssa’s head to the side. “That is your mother. The thing on the ground doesn’t matter. Ignore it. Now hold it together, Alyssa. We’re almost done here.”

The angel’s arm dropped down to Alyssa’s shoulder. With the lightest touch, she turned Alyssa around and started guiding her to the hallway and, from there, toward Alyssa’s room.

A makeshift noose had been set up in the doorway. Fishing wire looped around the light fixture. It didn’t look like it would hold a grown man, but it had to work or they wouldn’t be here. Being on the run had emaciated the man compared to how Alyssa remembered him looking the night all this began. That probably helped.

The meat puppet floated up off the ground, resting its neck right on the line of fishing wire. But it didn’t actually put weight on it.

“Iosefael knows that you escaped your death, but she doesn’t know that this man has. So we need to put a soul in him.” Tenebrael held up another soul gem. This time, she held it out for Alyssa. “I don’t think I can, so it is up to you. I’ll let the body drop. You put the soul into the body.”

Alyssa stared at it before flicking her eyes to Tenebrael. “What—” she coughed. Her throat had dried out again. Swallowing what little saliva she had, Alyssa tried again. “What was your plan if I hadn’t come up with putting souls in corpses?”

“I thought I would openly steal her book again, locking her up in the process. It is what I did the night we first met, which is why I found you instead of her. I could have pretended to take his soul. But I don’t know that she would let me steal it again and not run crying to the Astral Authority. Besides, doing so is far more disruptive. This way is better. Less chance of our misdeeds being discovered.”

Taking the gem, Alyssa just stared. “I don’t know how.”

“Oh come now Alyssa. Where is your drive? You crystallized souls using pure willpower after seeing it happen only once. Now just do the opposite and shove it into the body!”

Rubbing her thumb over the smooth facets of the crystal, Alyssa closed her eyes. How had the soul felt when she had first touched one? She could barely remember. And it wasn’t just because her thoughts were preoccupied with her mother. When she had been crystallizing souls at the outpost, she had been in a rush. Panicked, even. It had been a war zone.

“We are on a time limit.”

Alyssa glared as she opened her eyes. “Why didn’t we practice this?”

“You do well under pressure. If you don’t get it in the next minute or two, I do have a backup plan. But do try.”

“Didn’t you say that my eyes glowing was the whole reason I was able to manipulate souls into their crystal forms last time?”

“The eyes glowing is a side effect, but that is a theory only. Still, in the interest of making progress…” Tenebrael clapped her hands together. When she pulled them apart, her unique black light formed strands. It looked like she used yarn to make a cat’s cradle. “This should be similar to the miracle Adrael performed.”

Alyssa reached out and touched one of the strands. Her fingers closed around it. As soon as she pulled, she felt it. Just like with Adrael’s net. Warmth spread up her arm, filling her body. Compared to being connected to Tenebrael, it was just a tiny match against a roaring bonfire, but it was similar enough. She couldn’t see her own eyes at the moment—every bit of furniture in her room was gone, including the mirror that usually hung on the wall above where her bed normally sat. Still, it was the same feeling in her body. Her eyes probably were glowing.

Looking back to the gem in her hands, Alyssa tried pulling it apart. Willing it apart.

As soon as she imagined it returning to the misty form, it expanded outward. It barely took any effort at all.

“This certainly lends credence to my theory.”

“What do I do now?” Alyssa asked, staring at the soul. She wasn’t in any state to discuss whatever theories Tenebrael had. There would be time for that later. She just needed to get through tonight.

“Now wait until I release the body. Then just push the soul inside. You’ve watched me do it a few times, haven’t you? Copy that. Don’t worry. The soul wants to be in a living body. It will end up doing most of the work.”

“My dad doesn’t… come home to find this, does he?”

“Didn’t I just say? Neighbors called the police. They get here first. Get ready.”

As soon as Tenebrael spoke, the body lowered slightly. The fishing line bit into the neck. Yet the body didn’t struggle.

Not until Alyssa pushed. The mist rushed into the body. And it started…

Whatever it started doing, Alyssa didn’t get a chance to see much of it. Thankfully. Tenebrael’s wings wrapped around her, obscuring her view of anything but black feathers.

When the wings parted, Alyssa found herself in a bathroom. A modern home bathroom with a little potted flower sitting atop the toilet tank, two electronic toothbrushes on little chargers, and a comb just lying on the counter. In the mirror, Alyssa’s eyes weren’t glowing. But she had only tugged on a small bit of Tenebrael’s magic. Not several of those huge nets like she had the first time. So it wasn’t too surprising. Still, this place wasn’t her bathroom, or any that Alyssa recognized.

Looking out the window told her exactly where she was.

She could see just over the top of the fence, right into the window of her room. The blinds were up. Or perhaps they had been torn out along with everything else in the room—she hadn’t been paying all that much attention to the window while inside. The body was out of sight, barely. But as she watched, a twitching hand waved into and back out of view.

Alyssa turned away, finding the frozen form of her mother sitting in the bathtub. “Why are we here?” she said, not taking her eyes off her mother. She didn’t want to risk looking out the window and seeing something… Having killed a number of people, she had no idea why she found everything so… disturbing. Maybe it was the idea that some poor guy—who she hoped was a murderer back on Nod—had died only to wake up in an foreign body hanging from a rope. How long did it take to fall unconscious from asphyxiation?

And the other body. Her mother’s double. It wasn’t going to die for… ten minutes, at least. For how long would the person inside it be there, dying a second time.

All she could do was hope that they really deserved it.

“Tenebrael?”

“One moment,” the angel said, holding up a finger without taking her eyes off the window. “We need to make sure that Iosefael takes the souls.”

“All the other angels did. Why would she be any different?”

“Iosefael loves humans. A true, pure love. If anyone is going to be meticulous about souls, it would be her.”

“She wanted me dead. Probably still wants me dead.”

“Not something she can help. It is the duty of Principalities to deliver the souls of the departed to the Throne. You missing your departure weighs on her, but I think I’ve convinced her to let it rest. Finding out that other people haven’t died on schedule will… probably not be a good thing.”

“If she’s going to check the souls, maybe you should go distract her. Make up some excuse about how I wanted to know what happened to my murderer, or whatever.”

“I’d rather she not know either of us were here, if at all possible.” Tenebrael held up her whole hand. “Quiet. She just arrived.”

Despite the risk of seeing something she really didn’t care to see, Alyssa turned to the window. Golden-white feathers were drifting about the room. Right in view of the window, a familiar angel wearing gold armor stood by with a forlorn expression on her face. It was out of view, but her wings clearly brushed across the corpse. That familiar white mist curled around her feathers, drawing up into her cupped palms.

Her skin never touched the crystal as it formed. It hovered in the air. She certainly stared at it for a lot longer than either of the other angels.

It happened in slow motion. The tranquil sorrow on Iosefael’s face shifted to confusion. Raised eyebrows. Narrowed eyes. Lips pursed in thought. The crystal turned over in her hands, facets reflecting what little light they could as they moved around and around.

“She’s going to figure it out,” Alyssa said.

Tenebrael was already gone. Feathers were drifting to the ground both in the bathroom and in Alyssa’s room.

Iosefael turned, but it was too late. Tenebrael had her hand extended, magic circle already exploding out from her fingertip. Both of them were speaking, but Alyssa couldn’t hear what from the neighbor’s house.

A sword flashed into Iosefael’s hand as she kept the soul crystal close to her chest. Before she could move, iron manacles snapped around her wrists. Chains lashing into the corners of the room pulled taut, spreading her arms as far apart as they would go.

Tenebrael, hands now clasped behind her back, started talking. Iosefael interrupted her with what looked like a shout. The argument went on and on, but it didn’t look like it would escalate. Or rather, Iosefael couldn’t do anything with those restraints binding her.

Sighing, Alyssa looked down to the bathtub. She didn’t want to take her eyes off the angels just in case something happened. At the same time, her mother was right there.

Her mother. Face frozen in a look of surprise. Hands outstretched like they would help defend against a gun. Alyssa rested her hand on her mother’s shoulder.

Those stupid angels need to hurry up. Could Tenebrael even detain Iosefael for long? Collecting souls was a job that didn’t seem like it would give much break time. It was a depressing thought, but people were always dying. Their souls were rotting in their corpses while these two butted heads.

Or so she thought, but her real reason for wanting them to hurry was far more selfish.

Do I even need them? Her mother was right here. Tenebrael had locked her in place, but that was just a miracle. She had torn apart tons of those with her bare hands.

Alyssa’s hand tightened on her mother’s shoulder.

Her mother gasped. The stiffness that kept her half-propped up in the tub vanished, leaving her falling a few inches. Even with the sudden shock that had to come with finding herself on her back and looking up at an unfamiliar ceiling, she still reacted faster than Alyssa could handle.

Two hands gripped Alyssa’s arm. The world spun. With a grunt, Alyssa’s face hit the tile floor as a weight pressed against her back. She hadn’t even seen her mother move and she still wound up pinned down. Just trying to figure out how her mother got out of the tub was boggling Alyssa’s mind.

But she wasn’t panicking. If this had been the Taker, Morgan, or even Octavia, Alyssa would have been thrashing and trying every spell in her deck even though she didn’t have it on her. But it wasn’t any of them. It wasn’t an enemy.

Alyssa waited, allowing her mother a minute to catch her breath—she was breathing heavily. Eventually, the pressure on her back lessened. Slowly at first. But eventually, Alyssa managed to flip over onto her back.

She stared up into her mother’s wide brown eyes. And she tried to smile. Although the corners of her mouth twitched upward, she wasn’t quite sure that she managed with the rest of her face.

“Hi. Mom. It’s me.”

            

    
        027.006 Familiar Faces - Thrown Back

    
    
    
    
                Grunting, Alyssa planted her elbow on the seat of a chair, using it to hoist herself to her feet. Black feathers floated through the air, visible against only a faint light coming from a window high up on one of the walls. The mild disorientation of being transported to another world was made all the worse by not knowing where she was.

The last few minutes went by in a blur. Alyssa had barely opened her mouth to talk to her mother when Tenebrael burst into the room. For the first time, Alyssa had seen a truly unhappy Tenebrael. Not angry. Her teeth weren’t grit together. But not even the ghost of a smile could be seen on her face. It was strange. Far different from the usual Tenebrael. Alyssa didn’t know if it was her fault or a result of Iosefael’s arguing, but she didn’t get much of a chance to ask.

Without a single conversational word, Tenebrael raised a hand and cast her back to Nod.

Into a large, dark room. Alone?

“Mom?” Alyssa called out.

“Here.”

Not alone.

Alyssa snapped her head over, finding her mother standing, silhouetted against the window. Rising to her feet ruined the silhouette effect, but Alyssa didn’t care. She stared, watching, not sure what she should say or do. Although she yearned to rush forward and hug her mother, she didn’t know what was running through her mother’s head. Things were strange. Different. The last thing she would have seen was the murderer pointing a gun at her. She probably thought…

“You aren’t dead.” Alyssa kept her voice firm and steady, making sure her gaze didn’t waver. “And neither am I.”

In the dark of the room, Alyssa couldn’t see her mother’s expression. Her face was entirely cloaked in shadow. The moonlight from the window just wasn’t enough. Facing the window, Alyssa’s face was probably far more visible. So she tried to smile.

“I saw your body.”

Alyssa’s smile faltered.

“Stabbed over and over again. Your face… you were barely recognizable. They called me in to try to identify you.”

The faltered smile turned into a grimace.

“That… wasn’t me. It was a fake body created by an insane angel that… uh, saved me. Saved us. You were supposed to die tonight. That man was going to kill you.”

Finally, her mother moved. She pressed a hand to her face, placing her palm right over her mouth. “This can’t be real.”

“It is, and I need you to understand that as soon as possible. We might not be in a safe place.” Alyssa’s hand dropped to her waist where she felt an empty holster. Shifting her hand to her satchel, she dug around for her spell cards. Both were missing. “And that stupid angel didn’t give me back my stuff.”

It took some effort, but Alyssa tore her eyes off her mother. Tenebrael probably wouldn’t have dropped them somewhere dangerous. But the fact that she had been upset and then dropped them into a dark room… Alyssa couldn’t let her guard down.

Though looking around, Alyssa quickly recognized where she was. The large round table. The chairs set about it. The high ceiling and, of course, the life-sized statue right behind the Pharaoh’s throne. This was the meeting room they had been using earlier.

She was in the palace.

Alyssa wanted to sigh and relax. However she had managed it, she wound up friends with two royal children and the Pharaoh… well, he had attacked her, but she didn’t think he wanted to kill her. They probably weren’t actually friends. However, there was an entire contingent of guardsmen in the palace. She was technically trespassing. Would they attack first or ask questions first? Alyssa just needed a chance to explain herself, to get Irulon or Brakkt or even the Pharaoh to vouch for her. But she might not be afforded an opportunity.

If she were a guard in a palace that had just been invaded and attacked not so long ago, she would probably be far less willing to hear a potential enemy out.

“Your father…” Lisa started, then stopped.

Alyssa turned her head back to her mother. For the time being, it looked like they were safe enough. There weren’t any lights in the room, so this place probably wasn’t used all that often and especially not at night. This meeting room was supposedly about halfway up the palace, even though she had only climbed a single flight of stairs on her way up. The royal family had some control over the stairs and probably hallways of the palace. Alyssa doubted that she would be able to descend quite so easily.

Still, unless there were guards overhearing them right now, they could sit and talk for a few minutes.

“Your father insisted that we would see you again. I’m not sure that this is what he meant.”

Forcing a smile didn’t feel good, so Alyssa stopped trying after only a few seconds. “I hope he can keep that positive attitude. The police will get home first, so he won’t walk in to see your body, but… we did leave a duplicate behind, one that had been shot twice. And that guy who would have killed you went on to hang himself in my room.”

“We?”

“The angel. Dominion Tenebrael. We’re not on Earth right now. Tenebrael calls this place Nod, she is in charge of it. It’s where I’ve been since… uh… I died.” She waved a hand around her. “We’re in one of the meeting rooms of the palace of Lyria, a city. There are monsters and magic spells. It’s a medieval society, but the magic has almost modern conveniences in some aspects while other aspects seem almost prehistoric. They can’t even light fires without using magic. It’s like something out of a fairy tale… but watch out for the actual fairies because they’re mind controlling bastards who will probably try to eat you and… and…” Alyssa clenched her fist, trying to stop her hand from shaking as she stepped closer. It didn’t stop her voice from cracking. “Can I just… hug you?”

“Oh, Alyssa…”

Something in her mother’s voice tipped Alyssa over the edge. The almost whispered voice, so much softer than the tone normally used by the hardened military veteran. Tears welled up in Alyssa’s eyes as her mother, with only a slight hesitation, wrapped her arms around her.

“I’m sorry,” Alyssa squeaked into her mother’s shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

“Shh… It’s alright.” Her mother reached up, putting a hand on the back of Alyssa’s head as she ran her hand through her hair. “I don’t understand what is happening. What is going on. But I’m here now. We’ll get through this.”

“It’s been hard. So hard. Constantly on edge. Constantly on guard. I’ve fought… I’ve killed so many people—I lost count. Always justified. Always… a reason. I try to avoid thinking about it aside from affirming to myself that I was in the right. But I don’t…”

Alyssa trailed off, exhausted. Her body felt worse than after any fight she had been in. Drained. Tired. She just wanted to stay, holding her mother.

Kasita was a good friend. Tzheitza and Irulon as well. They supported her and, at least in the case of Kasita and Tzheitza, comforted her during some of the more trying times. But they were different. Being from this world, they just thought differently. No one had stopped Alyssa and morally warned her against killing people. If anything, all three encouraged it. Tzheitza had harped and criticized a few times, but that was more her complaints about Alyssa putting herself into danger than anything else.

Modern society had a lot of problems—societal, political, economical. However, compared to here, Earth and America might as well have been a utopian wonderland.

She had been avoiding Chris and Jason. Not totally, but she hadn’t interacted with them much aside from a brief meeting or two. They didn’t seem like bad people. True, she hadn’t interacted with them a whole lot to really find out. Her excuse to them had been a simple worry for their safety. And that wasn’t a false concern in the slightest. This world was dangerous and Alyssa seemed to find herself in the thick of it more often than not.

But had that really been the only reason?

Here and now, having just confessed to her mother, even with as vague as the confession had been, Alyssa feared what the response would be. How would someone from her enlightened reality react to hearing about her having killed a small town’s worth of people? Chris and Jason didn’t have that familial pressure that her mother had. They would have been free to judge her and she would have been free to ignore them as near strangers. At the same time, maybe that familial pressure was what Alyssa was counting on. A pressure, but a love as well.

Alyssa’s whirling thoughts screeched to a stop as she felt it.

Her mother’s embrace tightened, pulling Alyssa closer, if that was possible.

For a long while, they just stood in silence, holding each other in a long hug. Alyssa’s thoughts almost completely shut down. Perhaps it was naive to relax so soon, but that tightening of the hug just made her worries melt away.

“I’d like to talk more, to find out… everything, really, but especially what has been happening to you. But you mentioned that this place wasn’t safe. Even if it was, talking in the dark like this isn’t the best, is it?”

Alyssa sucked in a shuddering breath. She had completely forgotten where they were. That was her mother, always so level headed. If the situation had been switched to have her father standing here, they would have been talking until the Pharaoh walked in for his next meeting—which might not have been for a week from now. Of course, the image Alyssa had of her father in her mind would have been panicking for the first few hours before she even got to this point, but that was beside the fact.

Reluctantly, Alyssa pulled away. Nodding at her mother, she wiped her face on her shoulder. “We’re in the palace. I’m actually friends with the prince and princess, but the guards might not recognize me. Normally, I’d just call Irulon—the princess—up and ask her to send her servant over to retrieve us, but that stupid angel didn’t give me back my spell cards.”

“Spell cards? Are you into witchcraft?”

“What? Of course not. I mean, I don’t think it counts as witchcraft. All the magic is basically fueled by an angel, so I think that runs counter to the definition of witchcraft, right?”

“You’ve mentioned an angel a few times now. I don’t—”

“Tenebrael is a real angel with wings and even a halo when she wants to blind everyone. Also, I’m the only one who can see her. I was kind of hoping that you might, but it doesn’t seem to be the case. We were standing right in front of you before…” Alyssa shook her head. Reaching out, she grabbed her mother’s hand. “Come on. Let’s get out of here before we get arrested.”

Alyssa pressed a hand to the door. A slight push opened it just a crack, enough to see down the hallway to one side. It was empty, but lit. On this particular floor, the hallway wrapped around in a rounded triangular shape, following the contours of the exterior of the tower. Rooms provided a buffer between the actual walls and the hallway. The staircase that Alyssa had used to get to the floor had been set into the inner ring. But… she hadn’t been paying perfect attention to exactly where it was. Even if she had, she wasn’t sure that it would have mattered.

The palace was like a maze and only the royal family had the map. Having walked with the Pharaoh to get here, left or right might not have mattered at all. She hadn’t forgotten the maybe-joke maybe-serious comment from Irulon and Brakkt. It was entirely possible that some people wandered for days before they were found. Or so they had said.

But… that had to have been a joke.

All she had to do was find a staircase and keep going down. Eventually, she would have to hit the ground floor, right? Unless there were basement levels to the palace. Actually, now that she was thinking about it, the basement was probably where they kept their torture chambers. The thought of being trapped down there made her shudder.

Maybe heading upward would be the better choice. Irulon had an entire floor to herself. So long as she looked at every floor, she would eventually have to run into Irulon’s area. Not only that, but the floor sizes got smaller with the pyramidal design of the palace. There would be less room to spread out and a higher chance of finding someone. As long as a guard didn’t attack immediately, finding anyone might be better than wandering aimlessly.

With that in mind, Alyssa started walking around to the left. There was no real rush. Not now that she had decided that getting caught wouldn’t be the worst thing ever. But she still tried to avoid making a lot of noise. She wasn’t creeping about, but she wasn’t trying to draw attention to herself either. After all, one of the best ways to get around places where you weren’t supposed to was to act like you belonged. It would be easier and not even all that dishonest to say that she simply got lost in the palace.

Together with her mother, Alyssa walked. She felt like they should be talking about something, but she wasn’t even sure how much her mother believed. Obviously, they were in a brand new place. That was hard to ignore. Magic and monsters were a different story entirely. If she could just get some spell cards or find Kasita, that would help a lot. Kasita especially. She could help show off various monsters and maybe even reenact some things.

But, as Alyssa went around and around, she came across an open door. A wide open door that led to a dark room with a round table.

Back to where I started? Alyssa might have been absorbed in her thoughts, but she couldn’t have missed the wide open staircase that she had climbed with the Pharaoh. She didn’t remember opening any doors, but then, she hadn’t been at the forefront of the group.

“Something wrong?”

Alyssa shook her head. “Just distracted. I haven’t been in the palace all that much. The times I was here, I had the princess or one of the servants to lead me around.”

“We’re lost.”

“If we can find the stairs, we should be fine.”

“If?”

“When. I mean, there are a limited number of doors. I don’t think this place moves around unless one of the royal family is doing something. Look, it was probably those large doors we passed a while back.”

“What do you mean ‘moves around’?”

“The palace is about half as tall as a modern skyscraper,” Alyssa said as she started walking again, this time to the right. “I don’t exactly know how many floors, but Irulon’s room is almost at the very top. Last time I was up there, I only had to climb a single flight of stairs. From the ground floor.”

Her mother opened her mouth, but paused and shook her head.

“That’s actually one of the least crazy things about this world, but I can show you all that later.”

This time, Alyssa focused. She paid attention just in case she actually had missed a giant staircase the first time around. It was unthinkable, but she had been beyond distracted.

Instead of finding a staircase, Alyssa heard a familiar voice. It was heavily muffled by a door, but Alyssa could recognize that speech easily. The egotistic tones of Decorous managed to escape from one of the side rooms.

Decorous. Alyssa didn’t like him. Not nearly as much as she had liked Oxart. Just thinking about it made her clench her fists. But, he was someone she knew. Someone who wouldn’t attack her on sight and would likely know his way around the palace well enough to lead them around to wherever they wanted to go.

Alyssa stepped toward the door, about to push it open. But getting closer, Alyssa could listen better. Actually hearing the words rather than just the sound made her freeze stiff.

“—must be done soon. Let a hellhound run around unchecked in my city? He looks young, but the effects of old age are clearly taking their toll on his mind.”

“The plague is an insidious killer,” a new voice said, one Alyssa did not recognize. It wasn’t nearly as pompous as Decorous’ voice, but it was clear and well spoken. Somewhat deep as well. “It eats away at the edges of our society. We’re lucky if it only kills a few. When ones go unnoticed like those today, it gets far worse. There aren’t always Rank Six arcanists around to deal with the mess. Your men would have been torn apart.”

“You’re advocating for the monster?”

“If this monster can remove even half the danger—”

“It is the fault of monsters that the plague exists at all! If not for them, we wouldn’t have this problem! I cannot believe you are agreeing with him at all.”

“I am a pragmatist, young Decorous. I do not like the Pharaoh. I do not like how he leads and how he treats the nobles. But that does not mean that I cannot respect a wise decision when I see one. If this hellhound can truly sniff out the plague and lead a containment team to infection before it becomes a real problem, I support the action. I will never say such publicly, of course. When, not if, that hellhound causes an incident, I will be the first to decry his actions. The royal family will not be sitting on the throne forever. They’ve made too many other mistakes. Too many other unpopular decisions. Too many concessions.”

Alyssa squeezed her mother’s hand tighter. As quietly as she could, she started running away while Decorous started responding. Something about wondering how long it would take. Her mother might not understand what was going on, but she at least had the presence of mind not to make noise after hearing all that.

The large doors they had passed earlier, it turned out, were the stairs.

“Up?” her mother said as she started on them without hesitation.

“Up.”

“Is this about what we just heard?”

“I was thinking about finding Irulon anyway—it’ll be easier to search for her upward than to find an exit downward. But after that…”

“A coup?”

Alyssa quickly shushed her mother. “Sounded like it,” she said quietly after a moment of silence. “This place is… feudalistic, I think. Vaguely, at least. There are other large cities around that all operate under the Pharaoh’s umbrella. The leaders make up the nobles. And I don’t think they like him much.”

“Didn’t sound like it.”

“No. It didn’t. There are ways to listen in on conversations without having to stand on the other side of a door. Let’s wait to talk about it for a bit longer. Irulon has a whole floor to herself, so we can’t miss it as long as we keep ascending.”

“I don’t know. All these stairs. Not good for an old woman like me.”

Alyssa forced her smile. That was definitely a joke. She well knew that her mother maintained a strict workout regimen. Her mother was where Alyssa had gotten her own love for going to the gym. “You’re not that old yet, Mom… I—I’m glad you’re here.”

A long pause stretched between them. It lasted to the point where Alyssa feared she had said something wrong. Of course Mom isn’t happy to be here. Not without Dad. Not without Clark. All the worries she had managed to shrug off earlier came rushing back.

Only to be stopped by an arm resting on her shoulders.

“I’m glad I get to see you again.”
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                It was night. At nighttime, people tended to go to bed. That was something Alyssa should have remembered. Luckily, Tess existed. If it wasn’t for the young servant girl, Alyssa would have needed to wake up Irulon on her own. Short of upending half a bottle of wine on her face, likely ruining her bed at the same time, Alyssa hadn’t an idea how she might have gone about that.

Actually convincing Tess to wake up Irulon was another matter entirely. The girl hadn’t wanted to admit them to the floor at all, let alone disturb Sleeping Beauty. Only mentioning a possible threat to the Pharaoh got her moving.

Using the surprising strength in her little frame, Tess picked up her mistress and carried her like the princess she was. From her previous visit to Irulon’s floor, she knew that the room they were headed to contained a rather large bath. Even with the large splash that followed Tess closing the door behind her, Alyssa didn’t hear Irulon sputtering or waking up.

She must have been sleeping light on their trip through the desert.

Shaking her head in silent exasperation, Alyssa turned back to the other two people in the room. They were staring at each other. One with a confused glare. One with pure curiosity. They hadn’t said a word to each other yet, but Alyssa could already see the questions forming on her mother’s lips.

“Kasita, this is Mom,” Alyssa said before either could do anything. “Mom. Kasita.” She waved at the mimic. “She’s—”

“Alyssa’s sister.”

Opening her mouth, Alyssa almost casually swatted down Kasita’s words. But something made her stop. Rather than argue against the statement, Alyssa simply nodded.

“What.”

“I mean, not literally, of course.” Great, Alyssa thought. Now she’s glaring at me. Alyssa had never been good under her mother’s stares, so she quickly shifted focus to the wide-eyed mimic. “You don’t remember, but you offered to stay behind. To possibly trap yourself on Earth forever. Maybe without even being able to interact with people depending on how Tenebrael’s spell worked. All just to get a message to Dad. I…”

Something was wrong with Alyssa. She had never been a physically intimate kind of person. But today, in the span of less than an hour, she had hugged both her mother and now Kasita. She hardly remembered crossing the short distance to the mimic, but her arms were wrapped around her almost-twin nonetheless.

Of course, she didn’t stay hugging Kasita for nearly as long as she had her mother. And she didn’t cry into her shoulder either. Alyssa just pulled back with a smile. “Thanks. Even if you don’t remember, thanks.”

It was Kasita’s turn to look confused. Her face flickered a bit. That thing she did sometimes when her emotions rapidly changed. This time, her face switched between a furrowed brow and pursed lips to a definite frown. “What… are you talking about?”

“You were with me. But Tenebrael found out. She said she erased your memories. I’ll tell you everything later, but just… thanks.” Taking a breath, she looked back to her mother. “So yeah. This Kasita. I don’t know what I would have done without her. Probably would have died a few times over.”

“But… But why does she look like you? And sister? I think I would have noticed having a second daughter.”

“Ufufu~”

“Kasita’s a mimic.” Said mimic might have been enjoying teasing her mother, but Alyssa had to stop the charade at some point. “She can take the form of anything she wants.”

As Alyssa spoke, Kasita demonstrated. She grew an inch. Her hair shifted from straight and in a ponytail to wavy around her shoulders. And… that was about it. There were a few other subtle details. A slightly more aged face. Rounder orbits of the eyes. But, really, Alyssa was definitely her mother’s daughter. Kasita, basing her image off Alyssa, looked much the same. After a moment, Alyssa had two mothers staring at each other. One smiled a very unmotherly grin.

The other took a step back.

Alyssa lightly flicked the side of Kasita’s head. “Stop it.”

Kasita deflated. Figuratively and literally. In an instant, Alyssa had a pouting sister staring at her.

“Magic, Mom. Whatever else she is, Kasita is a perfect example of magic. I’d show you more, but…” Alyssa paused, glancing to the mimic. “What spell cards do you have in you right now?”

“A few Message spells. A few Desecrate Spells. I made Irulon draw out another Annihilator in return for subjecting myself to her experiments over the last hour before she went to sleep.”

Message might work, but it wasn’t a very flashy spell. Annihilator was flashy, but… well, it was Annihilator. Too flashy. “Nothing a little less… grandiose? Maybe a simple Fireball or Spectral Chains?”

“Sorry,” she said with a shrug. “If I tried to Spectral Chains someone, they would probably just drag me around. Fireballs might be nice to have. I’ll draw a few of them up next time.”

Alyssa nodded, turning her attention to look around Irulon’s room. The spell tome was sitting on the bedside table, but Alyssa didn’t want to steal yet more spells from it. She was mostly sure that Irulon had been a little irritated about her using up every lethal spell at once against that old woman in the outpost. Using up more without asking, and for only a demonstration at that, would probably not endear her to Irulon.

“Where is Fela?” That was something she could show her mother. Alyssa felt a bit bad about using her friends like zoo animals, but Kasita had changed her form all on her own and Fela would probably like the attention.

“Irulon gave her a whole room across the hall.”

“Really? A whole room?” It sounded nice, but Alyssa had to frown a little. Fela wasn’t going to be neglected, was she? Kasita surely would have argued. It was a little surprising that Kasita had been in Irulon’s room at all, but not so surprising given what she had said. Irulon had only recently fallen asleep. Before that, they had been experimenting and drawing spell cards.

“Mom, want to meet a…” hellhound. That could prove to be a problem. Alyssa hadn’t been to church since she turned eighteen. Her mother disapproved, but didn’t comment much aside from an occasional ‘want to go to church today?’ And that could be the problem. But it was just a name. Fela was soft and fluffy and nice. Showing that to her mother should lessen the blow of hearing the name. After that, Alyssa could explain about actual demons that sent up plagues to try to corrupt humans.

“Another friend of mine?” Alyssa finished, hesitation in her voice after the long pause for her thoughts.

Her mother didn’t get a chance to answer.

The door to the bathroom thundered open. Irulon marched out, fists balled and teeth clenched. Her hair was dripping wet, though it did look like some attempt at drying it had been made. In contrast, Tess walked out just behind her with her hands clasped in front of her and her one visible eye closed. The servant was the calm to Irulon’s storm.

“What exactly couldn’t wait until tomorrow?” Irulon said with a scowl. Her eyes were in their black and white form, perhaps as a way to stave off exhaustion. But it was still clear when she flicked her eyes over to the unfamiliar person in the room. It only took a second for her posture to change to something a little less aggressive. The tone in her voice became slightly more polite as well. “Alyssa’s mother? I presume. The familial resemblance is… obvious,” she said with a flick of her eyes toward Kasita.

“Mom, this is Princess Irulon. She’s the…” Alyssa trailed off, looking back to Irulon. “Did we ever figure out if you’re the Fifth Princess now? Or are you still the Seventh?”

“Fifth, but such things do not concern me,” she said dismissively. “But I wouldn’t touch the throne even if I were first in line. Ruling is far too tedious.” Shaking her head, Irulon looked back between Alyssa and her mother. “As interesting as it is to meet another Earthling, I still do not see why you saw fit to wake me tonight. It could have waited.”

“Earthling?”

Ignoring her mother’s confusion, Alyssa quickly relayed what she had overheard. Decorous’ dissatisfaction with the Pharaoh’s decisions, him saying that something needed to be done, and his unknown partner’s reluctant support and insistence that the Pharaoh and his family wouldn’t be ruling forever. Throughout the brief repetition, Irulon took a seat in the reclined chair next to her bookshelf. She crossed her arms and closed her eyes. The only indication that she hadn’t fallen asleep again were her periodic nods.

Eventually, Alyssa finished. Irulon remained where she was, eyes still closed. For a moment, Alyssa feared that she really had gone back to sleep, but her fears were dashed when Irulon sighed.

“Is that it?”

“Um…” Alyssa blinked. “Yes?”

Irulon sighed again. “I appreciate your diligence, but—” A yawn cut off her words. She didn’t bother trying to stifle it. “But it isn’t anything to worry about. They’re always like this. Nobles can hardly run their little cities yet they think they’re qualified to be in charge of everything.” With a sad shake of her head, she looked up to Alyssa. “I’ll let my father know. Tomorrow. But I doubt anything will come of this. It certainly wasn’t anything to wake up over.”

“Sorry, I just… last time we heard about a potential coup, the palace wound up filled with monsters and you almost died.”

“You don’t need to remind me,” Irulon said in a testy tone. But her irritation dissipated with a third sigh in as many minutes. “Tess, I’m going back to sleep. Take them to a room and get them whatever they ask for, if they want to stay.”

Tess, who had been standing nearly perfectly still behind her mistress, put on a mildly annoyed expression as she glanced to Alyssa. “Of course,” she said, sweet tone betraying none of her annoyance. “If you will follow me—”

“Wait. Since you’re already awake, do you mind if I ask you about Oxart? Listening to Decorous just made me wish that she was back in charge of the city guard instead of him.”

“Did I not tell you?” As Alyssa shook her head, Irulon frowned. “Hm. Not like me to have something slip my mind. Regardless, I did manage to get through the obstruction of the nobles and view the alleged documents implicating her in treason. They’re good, but they are forgeries. Actually proving that is a puzzle I’m still working out. Still, I will ensure that they don’t try anything untoward with Oxart.”

“Then, Decorous?”

“I doubt it was him. He wouldn’t have had anything to do with this. But I could easily imagine some of the nobles planting the papers for him to find, knowing that he would jump at the opportunity to throw his fellow guard under the wagon’s wheels in oder to gain more control himself.”

Alyssa didn’t quite know what to make of that. Decorous was an asshole, just not as big a one as she had thought? “Is Oxart alright? I mean, she’s been locked up in a dungeon for weeks now, hasn’t she? Would it be possible to see her?”

“She’s about as well as can be expected. As for seeing her? Hm. I suppose I should meet with her myself, find some way to properly clear her name. Perhaps I can make time in my schedule tomorrow. If you aren’t too busy.” Irulon’s black and white eyes turned to Alyssa’s mother for a moment before returning to Alyssa.

Alyssa glanced up to her mother, who, she realized, was probably completely lost and confused about nearly everything that they had been talking about. And yet, despite not knowing anything, she simply nodded her head like she was giving permission for her daughter to go on a skiing trip.

“Glad that’s settled,” Irulon said. “Now get out of my room. And don’t wake me up again unless the palace is burning down. Even then, wait until the flames are at least a quarter of the way up.”

“Right. Of course. Sorry for disturbing your beauty sleep for something as insignificant as a coup against your family.”

“Hm.” Irulon stood up, though she wasn’t perfectly steady. She stumbled over to her bed and promptly flopped onto it without another word. Tess rushed over and quickly started tucking her in, getting her well under a few blankets.

When she finished, Tess turned back to Alyssa with a barbed smile. “If you are finally ready to follow me…”

“Alright,” Alyssa said, glancing to her mother—who just shrugged. Turning, she looked for Kasita only to frown. There was no obvious other person in the room. “You don’t have to hide, Kasita.”

There was a brief moment where nothing happened before Kasita popped into being right in front of them. Alyssa’s mother jumped back a step, but Alyssa just put on a wan smile.

“I thought I’d give you and your mother a little privacy.”

“It isn’t really privacy if you’re hiding on us, you know?”

Kasita shifted, face flickering to worried ridges on her forehead. “Sorry. I’ll just stay—”

“You’ll come with us. I’m going to tell Mom everything and you’ve been there for almost every step. Besides, if you’re serious about this, sister, you’ve got to get to know our mom.”

“Is this supposed to be some kind of payback?” Kasita asked with narrow eyes. “Because I am a mimic. The most flexible and adaptable species in existence. I’ll even have your mother thinking we really are sisters.”

“A bit late for that.”

Alyssa looked up to her mother. She seemed to be taking everything well enough, especially if she could make a joke like that. Linking arms with Kasita, Alyssa grinned.

Though she didn’t stay grinning for long. From the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of Tess. The servant girl had a glower that would make small children cry at the sight of it.

Alyssa cleared her throat. “Sorry,” she said with a fading smile.

“Are you finally ready to follow me? Some of us have other duties to attend to.”

“Sorry Tess. We’re right behind you.”

“Hmph!” Clasping her hands behind her back, Tess angrily stalked toward the door. She seemed a bit more upset than usual. It was somewhat understandable. Irulon had emerged from the bathroom quite irritated. Tess had probably wound up getting quite the earful before either had come out.

Trying not to make her more upset, Alyssa kept right on her heels. Both Kasita and her mother followed closely as well.

Nobody spoke.

It was a bit awkward. Made all the worse because Irulon had apparently not seen fit to adjust the staircases. Revenge for waking her unnecessarily? Probably. And poor Tess was being punished for it too. If they were heading down to the guest rooms that Alyssa had stayed in her other night at the palace, those were almost at the very bottom. Tess would have to climb all the way back up immediately after.

What a nightmare.

The lack of discussion turned out to be a good thing. Moving just halfway down, according to Tess, had sapped Alyssa of much of her liveliness. It wasn’t as bad as climbing the tower, but the meeting room seemed much closer to the top than Alyssa had thought it was. That and she had been a little hopped up on adrenaline thinking about a possible coup.

Alyssa glanced back to check on her mother. She wasn’t too worried; her mother was physically fit and quite healthy. Not that old either. But this was still quite a few steps to climb up and down in one day.

Her face was flushed a bit, glistening with a thin layer of sweat. She looked alright aside from that. She even managed a smile when she caught Alyssa looking.

It wasn’t a completely happy smile. Maybe that was the strain from the stairs, but Alyssa couldn’t shake that niggling feeling in the back of her mind that her mother was just putting on a smile for show while her internal feelings were the exact opposite. That was something Alyssa would have done had their positions been reversed. But unless her mother said something, smiling back was all Alyssa could do.

The rooms Tess led them to were indeed the same rooms that Alyssa had used the other night. In fact, she was relatively certain that Tess brought her to the exact same room. After saying that someone would be along with meals sooner or later, she ducked out. Before she left, Alyssa couldn’t help but note that, aside from Kasita, Tess looked the best out of all of them. She wasn’t sweating or out of breath in the slightest.

Looking back to the room, Alyssa had to frown. This time, the fireplace wasn’t lit. It wasn’t really necessary. Walking down from one of the highest floors had more than warmed Alyssa up. But it was about ambiance. Her disappointment quickly disappeared as she noticed the stack of cards sitting in a small holder on the side of the fire pit.

Flame spells. Lots of them.

Maybe it was better this way.

“This is a spell,” she said, holding up the card for her mother to see. “Every spell has a different symbol. The more powerful the spell, the more complex. This one is just four triangles and a circle. And a bunch of those words which are basically a prayer to Tenebrael, that angel I mentioned. This particular spell is… Flame.”

As soon as Alyssa said the word, she cast the spell. The paper burned to a crisp, leaving just a candle’s worth of fire hovering around the tip of her fingernail. But she didn’t bring it down to the fire pit. A wave of her hand extinguished the weak flame.

She was almost scared to look at her mother. When she did, she saw her lips drawn into a tight line. Definite disapproval. It was a little strange. Kasita was standing by, looking like a clone of Alyssa. Earlier, she had changed her form right in front of her mother. That hadn’t drawn a comment. Neither had Irulon’s eyes. Maybe she was just worried about insulting them. Or rather, more likely, she didn’t care too much. Alyssa’s mother didn’t believe in forcing her opinions on other people.

That didn’t fully extend to Alyssa herself. Having her daughter wave around fire with her bare hands was probably sending all kinds of thoughts of damnation through her mind.

Still… this was important. She pulled out another Flame card and held it out to her mother. “Magic has saved my life several times. I was disemboweled by a sword. Magic put me back together. And I need to know if you can use magic too. It could be vitally important.”

“Disemboweled? Alyssa…”

Well, technically, that had been in an alternate version of reality that hadn’t actually happened. It felt like it had happened and it could have happened, so it was close enough to the truth to count.

“We’re in a safe spot now, right?” her mother asked. At Alyssa’s hesitant nod, she pushed Alyssa’s arm down, not accepting the spell card. “Let’s start at the very beginning. I’m still trying to understand what is happening. I understand delaying to warn a princess of dissidents, but this is all too much.”

Right. I still haven’t explained anything. Slowly, Alyssa nodded her head. Wordlessly, she cast the Flame spell again, this time holding it down to the fire pit. There were a few logs of wood along with some scraps that worked as kindling. It didn’t take long to get the fire going.

“Better take a seat. I’ve been here for almost two full months. This could take some time.”
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                Tess came to wake Alyssa at far too early an hour. Then again, it was well past noon according to her phone. Regardless, Alyssa groaned as she made her way to the baths.

The discussion with her mother had been long and exhausting. She knew she had a lot to tell, but it still went on far longer than she had expected. Alyssa had spared no details. Every event of her misadventures so far had been laid bare. From Tenebrael first showing up the night the intruders broke in, Tenebrael eating souls, Teneville, Iosefael, Lyria, the Taker, and everything. Kasita had helped, even going so far as to turn into the people mentioned just so that there could be a face to all the names.

Alyssa hardly knew what her mother had thought of it all. The conversation had been almost entirely one-sided. Her mother had asked clarifying questions every now and again, but had mostly chosen to listen in silence. Daylight had been peeking over the horizon by the time Alyssa felt like she had covered everything. They hadn’t said much even after. Both Alyssa and her mother had been tired. Some almost unspoken agreement passed between them that they would simply go to bed and talk more when they woke.

And her mother had still yet to test out magic.

When Alyssa returned to her room, she found yet another new article of clothing laid out on the bed. A simple black gown. Far less elegant than the other one that Alyssa had, and it thankfully lacked those detached sleeves. Really, Alyssa still wasn’t sure that she should accept all the gifts Irulon gave her. Before, she had been wearing her dragon armor. To a prison, Alyssa felt like she would rather wear the armor. But maybe Irulon had other plans for afterwards. Or perhaps she felt Alyssa needed to impress someone. Maybe Oxart.

But it was clean. The armor had wound up sweaty from the fight and then she had worn it her entire time on Earth and throughout the night.

A second set of clothes had been laid out as well. A bit of a different style than what Alyssa was wearing. Instead of a single long dress, it was more like flowing robes. Almost like what the Pharaoh had worn, except with a clearly feminine cut to it and was of a dark black. Of course, despite lying on top of the bed her mother had used, it hadn’t been touched.

Alyssa glanced to the side. Her mother wore black slacks, a grey button-up top, a black tie, and had a pistol holstered to her hip. The badge on her shoulder identified her as a member of Bank Security. She looked like she was ready to head off to work just like she would have done any other day of the week.

The pistol brought up a tinge of minor annoyance. Alyssa’s holsters were still empty. Her cards were still missing. She had been expecting Tenebrael to pop up at some point, but the angel never had.

“Our house is here,” Alyssa said as conversationally as she could manage. That fact had been included in her summary of events, but it had been right at the very start. With everything else, it had been easy to forget about. “It is a two week journey by foot, but I was planning to go back soon with the help of the draken.”

“The dinosaur monsters.”

“That’s right.” Alyssa smiled, glad her mother had been paying attention. “They’ll probably drop the travel time to a day or two. Aside from a few guns and a few articles of clothing, it is basically the exact same as it was the night… uh, you found me dead.” Her tone dropped a bit, but she quickly moved on, trying to avoid dwelling on that. “We could pick up more clothes for the both of us. And anything else you could think of.” More guns and ammo, if Tenebrael was never going to show up and return what she had taken.

Alyssa wondered if she should be concerned that Tenebrael hadn’t appeared. At the same time, she wasn’t sure what good her worry would do. It wasn’t like she had any other angels’ numbers in her phone. No one she knew would be able to contact her.

Maybe if Iosefael or Kenziel showed up again. But Kenziel was supposedly locked in a box and… Iosefael probably was too. Was that where Tenebrael was? Since Iosefael had noticed the souls, she had been taken away. Now Tenebrael was running herself ragged trying to collect souls both on Earth and on Nod? That made a certain amount of sense. With Alyssa’s luck, someone was bound to die nearby soon, so she figured she would ask then.

Her mother hadn’t responded. Was she thinking about it? It was so hard to tell. Things weren’t supposed to be this awkward between a mother and a daughter. There was the possibility that all the awkwardness was in Alyssa’s head. On her part. It could be that her mother was acting perfectly normal, at least so far as the situation would warrant.

“You heard last night, but… in case you forgot: Irulon is going to take me down to wherever Oxart is being kept. I don’t really know why I’m going—what I’ll say or what I’ll do—but that’s beside the point. Did you want to come too? If not, I’m sure it won’t take long at all. Probably.”

Now that she was actually getting ready to go, Alyssa realized that she had no plan for helping Oxart. Going out to rescue her from fairies and fanatics? Yeah. That was something Alyssa could do. She might not like it, but between her weapons and her magical ability, she could fight. Navigating the intricacies of a political system that she barely understood in order to clear someone’s name?

Impossible.

Going at all would be a different story if she was actually friends with Oxart. Or at least if she hadn’t ruined their fledgling relationship by parading around a fairy against literally everyone’s recommendations. But they weren’t friends. Alyssa couldn’t imagine Oxart being happy to see her.

Maybe she should just call the whole thing off.

A knock at the door preceded Tess reentering. This time, she had Irulon standing just behind her.

“I’ll stay here.”

Alyssa glanced to her mother, eyebrow raised. “If you’re sure.”

“It will give me some time to think. And to rest. I haven’t stayed up that late since I was a teenager.” She smiled. It even looked like her heart was in it.

Trying to smile back didn’t feel like it quite worked the way Alyssa had hoped. So she nodded instead. “I’ll be back soon,” Alyssa said as she cast one more glance around their room. Kasita was nowhere to be seen. She hadn’t been around when Alyssa woke up and she wasn’t around now. Well, she wasn’t visible. Alyssa assumed that she was around. Either as some object on her person or on her mother’s person.

“The holding cell isn’t far,” Irulon said. “We’ll be walking. I haven’t much to say to the woman, so unless you’ve got a list of things to discuss, I estimate we’ll be done within the hour.”

Alyssa heartily nodded. That sounded much better than what she had feared. Spending a few hours in some dank dungeon did not sound like a good time. Poor Oxart. An hour was the least Alyssa could do. Even though this frame job had likely been planned in advance, she still felt somewhat responsible for the guard captain’s current predicament.

Tess headed off to fetch some food at Lisa’s request. Alyssa saw that as a good sign. A loss of appetite tended to mean bad things. But Alyssa didn’t stick around to see what Tess returned with.

Following Irulon, she quickly left the palace through the large doors at the main entrance.

Every other step they took, Irulon seemed to yawn. Considering that she had gone to sleep before Alyssa had even made it out of her room let alone down the stairs, she had to wonder just how early she had gotten up. Knowing what she knew about the princess, especially of her sleeping habits, Alyssa would be willing to put money on the table that she had woken up before Irulon.

“Do you sleep like you do, so heavily and so much, because of the dragon?”

They were outside, having just left the plaza and noble manors that surrounded the palace. Now that it had been pointed out to her as their destination, Alyssa could see the Central Garrison building standing just a bit taller than the surrounding structures. But Irulon stopped her forward march, turning to Alyssa.

“I would appreciate if you wouldn’t mention that quite so loudly. It is a matter than only the palace guard and a few of the city guard captains know about. And I would prefer to keep it that way.”

The wealthier sections of the city didn’t really see that much foot traffic. Maybe around the Observatorium. The markets as well. Neither of those were nearby. In fact, looking around, Alyssa did see people, but not a lot. None within listening distance. Magical listening enhancements like Tineye did exist, but…

Well, actually, if anyone was going to have eavesdroppers following them around, it would probably be a princess. Of course, they had talked about plenty of sensitive things inside places like Tzheitza’s shop.

Though Tzheitza’s shop did have some kind of magical defenses around it. Maybe one was to prevent people from listening in. Irulon would probably know that and speak more freely. Thinking about it now, Alyssa couldn’t believe that she had never asked what magic protected the potion shop.

Irulon, hands clasped together behind her back, continued walking. She hadn’t answered the question.

“It is also why you prefer meat, isn’t it? I mean, we had access to food from a whole world away, and you didn’t even seem all that thrilled.”

“That was forever ago. Why bring this up now?”

“I… I don’t know. I would say that I’m worried about what those angels said regarding your soul, but you don’t seem worried about it in the slightest. If you aren’t, then I probably shouldn’t be either. I guess I’m mostly looking for a distraction. Having my mother here is stressing me out.”

“Really? True, my interaction with her was… nonexistent last night. But she didn’t seem overbearing.”

“That might be the problem. I almost wish she would yell at me, tell me to go to my room and that I’m grounded.”

“Hm?”

“I mean, not literally. But say something. I told her I killed people and she just stares.”

“My own maternal relationships are nonstandard for this world. I cannot imagine how different your origin society must be. As such, I am not sure exactly what you want me to say. Perhaps I could suggest that your mother is conflicted? Killing is an extreme taboo where you are from. At the same time, it wouldn’t be a stretch to say that you saved the city. Now she is unsure about how to react, whether to encourage your actions or to decry them as deplorable. Give her time and she will figure out how to address the issue.”

Alyssa snorted, smiling not because of what Irulon had said—though she was probably right—and more because Irulon was actually trying to console her. “You know, for being you, you say some smart things sometimes.”

“All the time.”

“But…” Alyssa continued, ignoring Irulon’s harrumph. “Did I hear that right? Maternal relationships? Plural? How does… how does that work? You’re not considering the dra—Its mother, right?”

“Do I look like a fool? Of course I don’t. I obviously did not mean that. But I had numerous maternal figures, from my siblings’ mothers to handmaids and other servants.”

“I see.” It certainly sounded like a strange situation. Alyssa and her brother had, at one point in time, had a regular babysitter. Sabrina Collins. But, even though she had been over practically every week, Alyssa wouldn’t have counted her as a mother figure. In fact, her teachers from kindergarten and the first few grades of school probably counted more than the babysitter. Alyssa almost asked how Irulon viewed those people, whether she saw them as motherly or not, but something made her hesitate.

She had a feeling that she knew the answer.

Besides, they had arrived. The Central Garrison. It stood just a bit taller than most of the buildings around. What really set it apart was the material it was made from. The palace was a brownish color. Maybe sandstone quarried from the northern desert. But the garrison looked like a proper European castle with white-grey stone bricks making up most of the structure. Not marble, definitely, but maybe a hard granite. It wasn’t just the material that looked like it had come from a castle. The walls had crenelations and machicolations. Turrets dotted the high walls. The front entrance was a protected portcullis made from iron.

It was probably the most protected building in the entire city. Maybe even more so than the palace.

Guards stood around outside and inside, wielding pikes and spears. More guards than the city wall had at its gates. It seemed a bit excessive in Alyssa’s opinion, but it also made sense. A threat to the outer walls could be called in, whereupon these people would likely rally to defend. That was what had happened the night the trolls had attacked. But if this place held things that needed to be secure at all times, such as prisoners, it would have to keep a defense ready to fight against elements within the city. Citizens were harder to spot than approaching armies.

Irulon went up and started talking to the gate guard. They only exchanged a few words before he waved her through. This visit had probably been arranged in advance.

The portcullis opened up to a large field filled with training equipment. Dummies, archery targets, and even some primitive-looking exercise equipment. Irulon ignored it all, of course. She marched straight to the square building in the middle. Another guard stopped her at the entrance. A few more words had them inside and descending a spiral staircase.

Yet another guard greeted them at the bottom. This one was sitting at a small wooden desk in front of a wall of bars. He was a fair bit beefier than any of the others Alyssa had passed. Clearly he had seen some actual combat as well. His black hair didn’t grow in properly on half his face. A long scar curled from the back of his head to a milky-white eye. The ear on that side of his face was nonexistent. Just a little hole leading into his head.

“Still trying to learn to read, Harris?”

He looked up from a fairly thick tome, smiling. Or maybe sneering. It was hard to tell. Only half of his mouth actually shifted to something resembling a smile. The other half twitched a bit, but that was all it managed.

“Still tryin’ teh impress yer big brother?”

Alyssa took a step back, wondering if she should run and hide before sparks started flying. But Irulon just laughed.

“I’m surprised they keep you around.”

“Yea. Me too.” His initial retort to Irulon had been loud and boisterous. He wasn’t quite as hearty now.

“Could you even stop one of the prisoners if they got out of their cell with that arm of yours?”

Blinking, Alyssa glanced down. Both of his hands were on the table in front of him. It took her a moment to realize. His right hand, the same side as all his other injuries, wasn’t a hand at all. It was a wooden carving of a hand. Stiff and unmoving.

He shrugged. “Don’t need two arms to pull the lever.”

Alyssa flicked her eyes up to a hefty bronze lever stuck into the wall behind him. There were no labels on it, making her wonder just what it was for. Some kind of trap, surely. Or maybe it just caused all the gates to lock into place.

“My offer is still open, you know. Although all my toys were destroyed recently, so finding you a new arm would be a fairly difficult task on short notice.”

“Bah.” He waved his stiff wooden hand. “If I had two working arms, they might get it inteh their heads teh make me do sommat real work ‘round here.”

“Ah yes. Can’t have that. Speaking of real work, mind opening the gate? We’re here to speak to two-two-four-two.”

“Yeh, I heard.” Getting up seemed like a bit of a struggle for him, but he managed with only a small delay. Rounding the desk, Alyssa noticed a clicking sound every other step. He was missing a leg as well. Same side. His pants obscured just where the leg started, but the end was a narrow peg of wood.

As he pulled out a ring of keys to slip into the barred door, Alyssa couldn’t help but wonder: What happened to him and how did he manage to survive it? Feeling it might be rude to ask, Alyssa watched as he locked the door behind them then just followed him in silence as they walked down a narrow passage.

Bars lined the walls. Every so often, a solid line of granite separated the side rooms into distinct cells. There were no beds in any of the rooms. The only ‘furniture’ at all was a small wooden bucket placed in the corners. Those buckets probably explained the smell, though she doubted that the people within had bathed recently which probably didn’t help matters.

Humans made up the vast majority of the prisoners. Alyssa had passed six of them before seeing one elf. This prison held someone accused of treason, so she had to wonder what they were all in here for. Knowing what she did about how monsters were treated, the elf could very well have not done anything aside from having the misfortune of being captured. That might well apply to the humans too. Oxart was being held on planted evidence, after all.

Of course, some of them were bound to be guilty.

One cell made her stop. A scrawny skeleton of a man with a mouth of rotted teeth sat with his back to the wall. Despite him staring straight at her, he didn’t actually seem to see her until she called his name.

“Cid? Is that you Cid?”

Sunken eyes looked up to her. It still took a minute before he blinked and actually saw her. “You!” He scrambled forward, one hand grasping the bars while his other stretched out toward her. Alyssa had to take a step up the hall to keep his yellowed fingernails from touching her. “I’m so glad you’re alright,” he said, tears in his eyes. “I was so worried.”

“Sit yerself down, cretin.”

A wooden hand slammed against the bars above Cid’s head. The noise sent him scrambling back against the far wall. But that only lasted for a moment. He ran back up to the bars, though he kept his hands to himself this time. “P-Please, you have to help me. You have to tell them that I’m just a victim in all this. It wasn’t my fault. Waters Street just used me! I wasn’t a part of their little gang.”

“You’re lucky, Cid.” Alyssa said, crossing her arms as she looked down at him.

“L-Lucky? I’m trapped in here! An innocent man! My poor family, they must be worried sick. They even forgot to bring me food last night.”

“You’re lucky you’re trapped in there. I swore that the next time I saw you, I would kill you. I—” Alyssa hesitated, a sudden thought made her wonder what her mother would think of that declaration. But… “There is obviously no need to do so now.” Turning away, Alyssa shook her head. “Be grateful, Cid. Enjoy what few meals they do deign to feed you. It’s more than you would have gotten from me.”

With a look to Harris and Irulon, the latter of whom just shrugged, Alyssa continued on into the dungeons. Cid shouted after her for a minute, more proclamations of his innocence. Alyssa ignored him. She well knew what kind of a liar he was.

The rows of cells stopped with a turn at a right angle. There were no cells at all for a short passage, just granite walls. Another right turn brought them to another holding area.

Oxart was seated on a cot in the second cell on the left. When Alyssa had seen the lack of any amenities in the other cells, she had worried, but Oxart’s position didn’t look terrible. Cramped, yes, but at least she had things. She had a cot, a blanket, a small stack of books, and even a jar of liquid light. All the other cells were lit from small jars hanging from chains in the hall, well out of the prisoners’ reach.

Despite her well furnished cell, she didn’t look happy. When she looked up and saw who was standing outside her cell, she looked even less pleased.

“Guests, Cap’in.”

Oxart’s lip curled. “Thank you, Harris. But you can take them away. I don’t have a thing to say to either of them.”

“Now, now,” Irulon said, striding right up to the bars. “Surely you must want some of your tedium alleviated with a little conversation. My days are busy, but I’ve taken some time just to meet with you. Appreciate it.”

Alyssa winced at the bluntness. The poor woman had been stuck behind bars for who knew how long. There wasn’t even any daylight getting in. But, it did get Oxart to snap her book shut and glare at them. Though she wasn’t entirely sure that the glare was an improvement.

“What do you want?” Oxart spoke like she was having her wisdom teeth pulled.

“I want you out of here.”

Oxart pressed her lips together, nodding slowly. “Then get me out of here. What do you need from me?”

“If only it were that simple. The nobles are claiming ownership of you and your investigation. They don’t want you to be innocent, it keeps you gone while allowing Decorous to run the guard freely. Every day more and more evidence piles up. As much as they’re trying to bury you, they are also trying to keep this under wraps as much as possible. Aside from the men who worked under you, I doubt half the city guard even knows that you’re not at your post. If they know who you are at all. You aren’t going to be flogged, executed, or otherwise brought to the attention of the general populace. It would be too embarrassing for a proper noble guard captain to be found guilty of treason. You’re just going to be down here, forgotten by all except Harris and the rats.”

Irulon fell silent, watching Oxart. The woman took a deep breath through her nose, held it, and let it out in a long sigh.

“I understand. You want me to abandon my house and serve the royal family directly, do you? You’ll be able to gain control of the investigation and make it all go away if I do?” She gave a low, sardonic chuckle. “And my family?”

“They’ll be given the usual compensation. But they won’t have the embarrassment of having a traitor among their number.”

“I expect that I wouldn’t be able to inherit the house while in prison anyway should anything happen to my elder brother.”

“I’m glad you are so quick on the uptake,” Irulon said, pulling a rolled up document from a small pouch she carried. “Then, if you would be so kind as to sign this.”

Oxart stared at the paper. Irulon stared at Oxart. Harris turned his one good eye from one woman to the other.

And Alyssa had just one thought running through her head: I-Is this extortion?
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                “This is the new batch,” Alyssa said, carefully handing over a series of midnight black vials. “Tzheitza believes that these should have a greater effect in killing plague infected… bodies.”

Oxart, now wearing a black and purple uniform of the palace guard, leaned over, flicking one of the glass vials with a fingernail. “They better,” she grumbled, not looking anywhere near Alyssa’s face. “Even with that hellhound sniffing out the plague left and right, incidents have been on the rise.”

“I know.” Tzheitza’s shop was not located in the wealthier sections of the city. The shop itself hadn’t been affected by anything. Not yet. But incidents in the district around it happened once every few days, at least. Even if Alyssa didn’t see anything personally, Fela always made sure to stop by whenever she was working in the area.

It was nice to see her so regularly, to see that she was being treated well, but her visits always carried a morbid note to them.

Oxart finally looked up to meet Alyssa’s eyes. The simple act of seeing Alyssa triggered her lips to press into a thin line. While she seemed to ignore her distaste in favor of a professional relationship, Oxart clearly still did not like Alyssa. The few times she had been around, Irulon had received the same looks. “Tell Tzheitza that she has my thanks.”

“Sorry,” Alyssa said. She couldn’t help it. Maybe the same result would have happened further down the line and Oxart would have wound up framed and imprisoned, but Alyssa felt responsible. For that and for Oxart having to essentially disown herself.

Lacking full political knowledge of this world, Alyssa really didn’t know all that such an act entailed, but she did know that Oxart had only reluctantly signed Irulon’s paper that day in the dungeon cell.

“And stop apologizing every time you come here.”

That had become another familiar phrase.

“Sorry.”

“Do we have to do this every single time? I swear, I get more irritated with you every time I see you.”

“I’ll just… uh, be leaving then.”

“Good. I’ve got enough to do without you standing around looking like a pile of wet straw.”

Alyssa opened her mouth, but decided not to comment. It was probably just an odd turn of phrase. She could guess what it meant without further disturbing the guard captain. Oxart had already gone back to work.

The office she was in now wasn’t her old one at Eastgate. That was still under Decorous’ control. Oxart now operated out of a side area in the Central Garrison where the palace guard organized themselves. It was a bit of a larger office, though the window wasn’t a large dominating thing with a brilliant view of the northern desert. Hopefully Oxart didn’t miss that too badly.

However, some things stayed the same. Her desk was a mess of paperwork and files. Boxes of more papers had been haphazardly shoved in the corners. The walls had her charts of personnel, which seemed to have increased in size over what Alyssa could recall from the old office. Overall, she looked like she was getting some hard work done.

So Alyssa left her to it, ducking out and back into the hallway without another word.

Getting out of the Central Garrison was an… irritating affair. Over the past month, Alyssa had been in and out regularly. Tzheitza was constantly refining her plague potion. And she had other, more mundane potions that needed delivery on occasion. As such, Alyssa had found herself growing fairly familiar with the guards who were working around the place.

Especially the gate guards that absolutely had to check her bags every time she went in and out.

“Sorry,” Yamis said with a chuckle. “Oxart’s orders.”

“Yeah, I know,” Alyssa said, her delivery satchel already open for inspection. “Same as what you saw when I went in minus the potions that are sitting on her desk.”

“I think I’ve checked your belongings more in the last week than I have anyone else in the past month. For some reason, she thinks you need all the extra scrutiny.”

It wasn’t wholly unwarranted given the fairy that she had hidden in her bag, but… “I might have made her a little upset once, so she probably orders the inspections to annoy me more than anything. A little petty vengeance.”

Yamis glanced around the garrison’s portcullis, almost looking a little nervous. “Don’t let her hear you say that. Calling her petty, that is. She’ll have us both strung up on the walls as a warning to others.”

Alyssa doubted that. Oxart, Alyssa well knew, was fair. And she was perfectly capable of putting personal grievances aside to focus on the bigger picture. The professionalism during their brief meetings attested to that. Even being disliked, Alyssa still liked and respected the woman. “Maybe it isn’t that petty,” Alyssa had to admit. Looking around, she had to frown. “You’re the only one on gate duty today?”

“I’ll probably be the only one on duty for the foreseeable future. We’ve had some… ah… downsizing here in the city guard.”

“They joined the palace guard?” Alyssa asked, recalling how Oxart’s personnel list had grown larger since the last time she had seen it.

“Not as such, no. But the palace guard has been recruiting to try to make up for it.” He looked around, making sure nobody was nearby, before dropping his volume a few notches. “Lots of ruffians and peasants from the city.”

Alyssa waited a moment for him to elaborate, but he just stepped back, leaving her satchel. Having other deliveries to make, she couldn’t sit around chatting all day. “Am I free to go?”

“Yeah, get out of here,” he said in good nature. “Quick, before you get us both in trouble.”

“See you next time,” Alyssa said with a chuckle.

And like that, Alyssa left the garrison. She considered stopping by the palace on her way home—this had been the second to last delivery of the day—but nobody would be in except maybe the draken. Brakkt was out of the city doing who knew what—though he was supposed to be back soon, then he said he would personally escort Alyssa down to Teneville. She would be lying if she said that she wasn’t looking forward to it. With all the excitement having died down, Irulon had taken up her daily attendance at the Observatorium. Fela was probably out sniffing for trouble. The Pharaoh might be in, but Alyssa really wasn’t friends with him nor did she have much interest in dropping in for a social visit.

He was probably busy being the Pharaoh anyway.

Deciding that she probably shouldn’t delay a delivery for personal visits anyway, Alyssa headed on to her next destination.

The Guild.

It was a longer walk from the Central Garrison, but it was closer to home. Which was the whole reason she had saved it for last.

Well, that and she had a feeling that she would be stuck there for a while. It was just as rowdy as the first time Alyssa had visited. The large open main floor was built like a tavern with several tables and plenty of people. Some of those people, Alyssa knew quite well.

Sure enough, when she arrived, she had barely taken three steps inside before someone started running up to her.

“Alyssa! I figured it out!” Jason practically shouted as he rushed up to her. The former programmer hadn’t enjoyed his first week or two on Nod. Despite his anticipated capabilities, he was only able to cast magic at a Rank One level. Maybe a few of the easier Rank Two spells if he was having a good day, but that couldn’t be relied upon. Lately, he had tried doing some working out, but he must have been one of those people who couldn’t build muscle no matter what they tried.

Luckily, he found something else to occupy himself with. A job as a scrivener for the Knights Solaris, as Alyssa had suggested, and…

Alyssa stared down at the sketch he had handed over to her. Several wheels had been drawn on, each of them teethed. Tiny chicken scratch writing lined the sides, annotating practically every little thing. But Alyssa just shook her head and handed it back. “Looks the same as last time.”

“Of course it does, to you,” he said, tone turning haughty. “Gear theory is much more complex than I thought. But with this, I think I have everything I needed planned out. With a bit of magical fire, I’ll have the cleanest steam powered harvest engine ever created! After that, pumps, textile manufactoriums, and even… electricity!” He gave a content sigh, hugging his stack of papers to his chest. “Oh, I am so glad I realized that I wasn’t the mage but the inventor. Really, inventing is far more fun and far more unique.”

Alyssa wasn’t sure how much of it really counted as inventing when he was just copying down things from her phone, but he was happy as it was. She wouldn’t comment and disparage him that little joy. Though she did have to ask one question. “How are you going to get it made? This city doesn’t exactly have large steel mills.”

“That is where your good friend Oz has proved himself most useful,” Jason said, gesturing toward one of the tables. Somehow, he managed to move halfway across the room before Alyssa realized he had gone anywhere at all. It was the same table that Jason had launched himself from to intercept Alyssa.

“Hold that thought,” Alyssa said, seeing the three other people at the table. “I just have to drop off some potions with Laria before I get too distracted.”

“Oh! Of course. You are on the job, aren’t you. I will respectfully allow you to finish before eagerly awaiting your presence.”

Alyssa smiled and nodded. Jason tended to talk strangely on occasion. Especially if he was excited. Not Tzheitza strange. Just… regular strange.

Laria happily accepted Alyssa’s potions. She didn’t smile, but the way she adjusted her circular glasses was one that Alyssa associated with being pleased. There wasn’t anything too special in this collection. Most of it was a large batch of the luminescent potion that people used in place of light bulbs. Jars that had lost their glow would be dumped out and refilled with the fresh supply. There were a few other things as well. Burn ointment, especially. Apparently, the guild had taken on a fairly large operation not so long ago involving fire elementals, whatever those were. Living flames were how they had been described to Alyssa.

She wasn’t quite sure how someone was supposed to fight things like that with anything other than a lot of water and ice based magic, but that hadn’t stopped Oz from going and getting his eyebrows burned off. Looking back at him now, there didn’t seem to be any permanent damage. His hair was growing back, at least.

Jason, spotting her looking, started waving his hand back and forth like she might forget to stop by before leaving. Shaking her head, she walked up to the three men and one woman at the table.

“Hello Oz, Catal,” she said, greeting both of them before turning to the woman in a leather vest and cloth undershirt. “Mom.”

All three nodded back to her in turn.

Lumen wasn’t at the table tonight. Alyssa wouldn’t be surprised if the other arcanist had found out that she was set for a delivery and deliberately found somewhere else to be. Although Catal and Oz didn’t seem to have an issue with her, Alyssa got the feeling that Lumen might hate her more than anyone else in the entire city. And, while things had been rocky when they first met, Alyssa honestly didn’t know how things had gotten quite that bad.

While things with Lumen had somehow soured, things with her mother were… better. Mostly. Their relationship didn’t feel anything like it had before all this nonsense had started. Alyssa doubted it would ever go back to how they had been on Earth. Things were just too different here and, sadly, too different between them.

But she was glad that her mother had found people here to talk to and work with. She wasn’t actually working as a mercenary—something Alyssa was thankful for because of all the reasons she had tried to steer Jason away from the subject—but rather as something of a contractor. A trainer for the less experienced. It was a job she was well suited for, having trained local police forces in Afghanistan. Though some of the tactics were probably a bit different. Fighting with guns and fighting with swords were two vastly different things.

“As I was saying, Alyssa,” Jason continued as if he hadn’t interrupted, “Oz here knows of a blacksmith.” His eyes lit up but his voice dropped to a whisper. “An elvish blacksmith.”

“The smithy is owned by a proper human,” Oz cut in. “So is the elf, for that matter. But everyone knows that it is the elf that does all the work. She’s the one you go to when you want… things done,” he said, tapping a gloved finger on Jason’s schematics.

Alyssa frowned at the thought of using slave labor for… well, anything really. Fela wasn’t a slave. Neither were the draken. That alone was a huge step forward for this civilization. She couldn’t ask them to change all at once. But still, the thought irked her.

Oz clearly saw what she was upset about. “Once again, your priorities are all wrong, lass. But if you must know, she wears the chains like they’re a fashion statement. Between you and me, I’m pretty sure she even has the key. Old Rezheim is too drunk to know what is going on around him most of the time.” He shook his head. “I swear, that man is going to wind up with knife in his back, forged from his own metal.”

For the first part of what Oz had to say, Alyssa just raised an eyebrow. She went right back to scowling with his last line. The one elf that Alyssa had spoken with for more than a few seconds, Enrique, hadn’t looked like she would harm a fly even if one kept smacking into her face. Then again, the elves had apparently started a war. Alyssa had yet to hear the other side of that story, so she was going to reserve full judgment for another time.

“So she’s not actually a slave?”

Alyssa glanced to her mother, nodding. She had just about asked a similar question. Turning back to Oz, she watched as he scoffed.

“In name only. And everyone knows it. She’s just that good. That… and Rezheim suffering an accident would probably be a positive for society as a whole.”

“Uh huh,” Alyssa said, crossing her arms. “And when are you going to go find this… does the elf have a name?”

“Tomorrow morning at sunrise!” Jason clutched his sketch to his chest and… was he swooning? “Her name is Guillem. Isn’t that wonderful?”

Catal chuckled into his ale mug, but Oz looked a little sick.

“Is he alright?” Oz asked, leaning to the side as he spoke quietly to Alyssa. “He’s been like this since I mentioned the stupid elf.”

“No,” she said with a shake of her head. “He is a sad, strange little man.” Despite not bothering to quiet her voice as Oz was doing, Jason didn’t even look like he was on the same world, let alone listening in. “Mind if I tag along? I have a few things I wouldn’t mind speaking to a blacksmith about as well.”

“Alyssa.”

Again, Alyssa looked to her mother. This time, she was surprised with the heavy note of warning in her voice.

“Farming equipment is one thing. Weapons are another entirely.”

Seen right through instantly. Not that Alyssa was really trying to hide anything, but it figured that her mother would know what she wanted a blacksmith for.

With only a few words from her mother, Alyssa found herself reconsidering. Introducing guns to a medieval society, even one with magic, was bound to change things. Monsters didn’t use human magics. There was a good chance that no other species had something like Projectile Reflection. If humans started arming their armies with even something as archaic as muskets, they could easily mow down entire fields of enemy forces. While that might be a good thing for defending their city from hordes of ants or even the Fortress of Pandora, she could easily envision a future where the humans went on some kind of crusade to rid the world of monsters with their new weapons.

This elf had been captured in a war as well. There was that side of things to think about as well. If Alyssa showed off her guns and, a year out, an army of elves marched on the city with their own muskets… there probably wouldn’t be enough arcanists around to cast Projectile Reflection for every soldier. Things would go poorly no matter what.

Nodding her head, Alyssa decided against it. At least for now. Maybe if she met this elf and got to know her, she could quietly request a few things. But there wasn’t much point to it anyway. Her shotgun was whole and hearty and the revolver on her hip hadn’t even been fired yet. A month without firing a gun had to be a record for her.

“You’re talking about those guns,” Oz said. He shook his head. “You said they were limited in use? I don’t think a blacksmith is what you’d need for those. An arcanist would be the one to go to about fixing up or extending the enchantments. Wouldn’t be cheap though. I doubt whatever Tzhei’s paying you would be enough.”

“And what about your work for her?” The tone her mother used shifted from warning to admonishment. “You shouldn’t just abandon her on such short notice. That’s irresponsible. She’s counting on you.”

“Well, I doubt there would be anything to deliver tomorrow given that I just cleared out everything she made over the past week. Kasita is always happy to be given a job. She tends to take the front counter when I’m doing things like today. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind tomorrow either.”

“If you’re causing trouble to someone who has helped you so much—”

“Mom. I’m not causing trouble. In fact, I’ve managed to go a full month without getting Tzheitza involved in something unsavory. And that includes damage to her shop,” she added with a flickering glance to a shrugging Oz. “I can safely say that I’m in an unprecedented streak of not causing her trouble.”

“I know Tzhei,” Oz said with a smile. “She won’t mind. If she even notices you’re gone.” His voice turned a little sour. “She’s been so absorbed in her work lately. She didn’t even acknowledge my presence last time I swung by for a chat.”

He was downplaying that a bit. Unless he had managed to visit while Alyssa had been out recently, he had wound up with a particularly foul smelling potion thrown at him last time. That Alyssa then had to clean up. Just thinking about it made Alyssa scowl.

But not for long.

“It’s decided then,” she said with a smile.

Meeting an elf, she thought to herself. Enrique had been an elf, but Alyssa had only exchanged a dozen words with her. They had been far more preoccupied with freedom and escaping and such things. So a new elf that was presumably not trying to escape and wasn’t involved in sexual slavery… might actually be fun. I wonder what that will be like.
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                Alyssa wasn’t sure what she had expected to find when she thought of a medieval blacksmith. A fire of some sort. Anvils, probably. Obviously there would need to be someone at one of the anvils, hammering away at a piece of metal.

She was right about all three things. She just didn’t expect the scale.

The smithy was a massive stone structure set next to the river. On one side, a waterwheel turned with the flowing current. Black smoke billowed from a round turret the size of a hot tub attached to the other side. Boxes of raw metal and rock sat underneath an overhang on the outside of the building, spilling out onto the ground. A young boy, no older than Tess, rushed out of the building, scooped up some of the metal into a small bucket, and sprinted back inside. He didn’t even look at the group that was slowly approaching.

But the most notable thing was the noise.

The thunder cracks.

Alyssa had heard them from afar. Practically from the moment they left the city walls, though it had just been faint snapping that, at the time, might have been nothing more than her imagination. As she got closer, she started wondering if this elf hadn’t heard about her usage of the gun and decided to make her own version of it. Standing just out in front of the building, it was clearly not gunfire.

It still made her wish she had some ear protection.

Oz and Catal, both apparently used to the noise, marched ahead without even noticing that Alyssa and Jason were a little more hesitant to approach.

“I-It’ll be fine, right?” Jason said, flinching and jumping as another crack blasted over the landscape.

Alyssa could only shrug. She didn’t think that Oz would lead her into some kind of trap. The awkwardness because of the fairy incident had mostly evaporated.

Heat radiated from the open door. The cool morning air turned to the arid scorcher of the desert the closer Alyssa got. It was enough to make her start sweating in her locally sourced wool shirt. Peeking inside, she saw the wide open maw of the forge belching flames into the room as the boy from earlier pumped the bellows.

But the flames couldn’t hold her attention for long.

In the very center of the room, the anvil Alyssa had expected to see sat with a crazed woman standing over it. With a gloved hand, she held a white-hot bar of metal. But her other hand wasn’t holding a hammer. She gripped a wooden lever.

A tug of the lever sent a piston slamming into the bar.

It didn’t stay down. Alyssa watched through the involuntary flinch. The elf pushed the lever back into position. A set of gears engaged with some grooves carved into the massive metal cylinder. They spun with power from the water wheel, drawing the piston high above the anvil. A faint click signified it being locked in place.

The elf twisted the bar and pulled the lever.

Alyssa clamped her hands over her ears.

The elf had taken no notice of them when they arrived and still had yet to look away from the glowing metal. Her eyes were hidden behind a darkened pair of brass goggles, but her mouth was in a wide open smile. A mad smile. The Cheshire variety. The kid noticed, but he looked almost afraid of leaving the bellows unattended.

Three more pistons dropped before Oz had had enough. He walked forward, waving his arms. When that didn’t work, he cupped a hand in a trough of water and tossed it toward her.

The elf’s smile dropped in an instant. Alyssa could see her gloved hand tightening around the bit of the metal she was holding. For a moment, she thought the elf might give Oz a very personal introduction with her current work.

But the tension passed. Her smile stretched ear to ear. “Oz? Oz!” she bubbled. In one swift motion, she slid the bar into the water trough and wrapped her soot-stained arms around the mercenary.

She was wearing something rather like a loose tank top and her breasts were larger than most people’s. Kasita could beat her, but Kasita cheated. The elf did wear chains, as Oz had mentioned, but she wasn’t wearing them like the other slaves in town. Links hung from the solid neck shackle right between her breasts. The chain split off, wrapping underneath each side and around to her back before they looped back around her waist almost like a belt. And she seemed to use the chains like a belt as well. Tools of all sorts hung from the links.

So Alyssa wasn’t sure if Oz’s sudden stiffening was because of her proximity or because she was a monster. Either way, he looked like he wanted to be anywhere but where he was.

Luckily for him, the elf backed away. With the wide grin still on her face, she balled a fist and punched him in the face hard enough to send him stumbling back, clutching at a split lip.

“You still owe me half what we agreed upon for that sword of yours.”

“Owe you?” Oz grumbled between a string of curses.

“As a proper slave, I am fully authorized to accept payment on behalf of my master,” she said, clearly rolling her eyes behind her goggles. “Now pay up. And be grateful that I am counting the satisfaction of hitting you as the interest you’ve accumulated. Because I like you.” The entire time she spoke, she used a sing-song voice. Her body bounced from one heel to the other like she had far too much energy and nothing to do with it.

Still grumbling with a hand pressed to his mouth, Oz managed to fish a few gold coins from his pouch. He flung them at her, but she didn’t even flinch. Snapping her hand about, she caught all four before they hit the ground. They quickly disappeared into one of the pouches hanging from her chains.

“Now that we’re all squared up, get out!” The grin vanished as she shouted, but it was back in place an instant later. “Unless you want to pay upfront for another of my beauties.”

“Not here for me today, elf.” He looked back to the three who were standing just inside the door. He made a vague gesture with his free hand, but Alyssa couldn’t tell who he was waving at even though she knew. “That one wants to talk to you.”

Her goggles locked right onto Jason. “Oh yeah? Oh yeah?” She walked over, but she really didn’t walk. It was more of… hopping. Excitedly. She would lean to one side, centering her weight over a single foot with the other stretched out. Then she would swap feet as she moved forward. “What’s this? What’s this? A new referral?”

For his part, Jason looked significantly less enthused to meet a monster than he had when they had been setting off this morning. He clutched to his stack of papers like they were a shield that would protect him. All the while, she bounced around, inspecting him from every possible angle.

Never once did her goggles stray over to Alyssa or Catal.

She lunged, grabbing one of his hands, making him squeak as she inspected him. “Such delicate fingers.” As quick as she had grabbed them, she let his hand go and started pinching at his shoulders, arms, and waist, humming all the while.

Much like Oz, Jason did not look like he was enjoying his time in the elf’s presence.

But, the more she inspected him, the less excited she seemed to get. Her smile dropped to something that Alyssa would describe as normal while her bouncy movements became more subtle. “You have no musculature. No body for fighting. Not a sword? A rich boy? Well off? I hope you don’t want something boring. I refuse to make another brooch,” she said, sounding revolted by simply having to say the word. When he didn’t respond, she got right up in his face, tilting her head to a new angle with every word spoken. “Well? Well! What is it? I’ll tell you now, I won’t make anything boring. My beauties won’t be wasted on decoration.”

Alyssa nudged Jason with her elbow. It made him squeak again, but seeing her smile seemed to jostle him out of whatever mindset he had gotten stuck in.

“F-Function. Yes. It isn’t decorative. I assure you.” Jason swallowed, sending his protruding Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. He took a breath and looked at the elf with a serious expression. “It’s farming equipment.”

“Farming equipment? Farming equipment!” She spun on her heel, leaning forward until her back was almost parallel with the ground to get closer to Oz without actually walking. “Ozzzzz… What are you bringing me? I’d rather make a brooch than a plow.”

“Ahhh, bite it, you stupid elf.”

As Oz responded, Alyssa jerked her elbow into Jason again, this time far harder. “Are you going to explain properly? Or are you too busy staring at her ass.”

The elf whirled around, long ears flopping side to side as she stopped with a jerk facing Alyssa. Even with the thick glass of her goggles in the way, it felt like her eyes were drilling a hole straight into Alyssa’s forehead. “Explain what?” she asked slowly.

Alyssa didn’t have to answer.

Jason sputtered a bit, but he found his passion, clenching one fist as he held his papers in the other. “It isn’t a plow!” he practically shouted, seemingly trying to match the elf’s enthusiasm. “It’s a machine. A wondrous machine filled with gears, pistons, moving parts, steam, fire! It will roam across fields without a horse or magic, reaping fields and sowing seeds.” Trying to match her former smile, he took a sharp breath. But his voice faltered, sounding more unsure of himself. “D-Doesn’t that sound interesting?”

Silence reigned supreme. The only sound was the rush of fire and the constant gasping hisses of the bellows.

“Are you human?”

Annoyed, Alyssa opened her mouth to refute the claim, only to realize that the question wasn’t directed at her for once.

The elf was looking at Jason.

“Y-Yes?”

Guillem did not look impressed. If anything, she looked more annoyed than when she had thought that she would be making a simple plow. “Who designed your machine? Who gave you the idea?”

“W-Well? I drew it. And no one really gave me the idea,” he said, momentarily shifting his gaze to Alyssa.

The elf noticed, following his stare before dismissing her to look back to him.

“It was an elf, wasn’t it? What’s her name? Who was it? Who was it?” Her head was tilting back and forth again, but it was different this time. Joy was missing. Energy was missing. Her head tilts came with a dangerous intensity.

Alyssa wasn’t the only one to notice. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Catal put his hand to his mace. Across the room, Oz was preparing as well.

Jason either didn’t notice the impending danger or didn’t care about it. He looked almost offended. “There was no elf. I’ve never met one before. I mean, I’ve seen some around. But you’re the first elf I’ve ever spoken to.”

Guillem hummed again. It carried a tone to it, but Alyssa wasn’t sure what the tone meant. It didn’t sound particularly good, but it didn’t sound terrible either. Slowly, she started smiling again. Not quite as wide as before, but Alyssa took it as a good sign. “So, the human thinks he can come up with something clever. I see. I see.” She bobbed her head up and down, sending a greenish ponytail bobbing with it. “Very well. I haven’t had a good laugh this week. That parchment carries your idea? Show me.”

“Oh? Oh yes! Please.” At being taken at least mildly seriously, Jason perked up. His hands were trembling as he looked down at the papers. Faster and faster, he started shuffling through them, even managing to drop one, which Alyssa picked up for him. At the very end of the stack, just when Alyssa thought he had forgotten to bring whatever it was that he was looking for, he made a pleased noise. “This! It’s the overall design. Not to scale. These other ones are the individual parts, sketched with far more care,” he said, waving the other papers. “But I thought you might be interested in seeing what the end result might look like.”

“How considerate,” Guillem said, taking the offered paper with a vapid smile. She stared. And stared. Her expression didn’t shift—her smile didn’t grow and didn’t shrink. The only thing that moved were her eyes.

Jason leaned in closer, brushing his shoulder right up against hers. “Ah. You see, this is filled with water. When water boils, it expands by something like two thousand times, so the expansion drives this piston which spins that wheel. That is connected by a leather belt to the drive shaft, propelling it forward. And then this thing at the front—”

“Doesn’t look like an elf design.” It was subtle, but Alyssa thought she detected some of the elf’s earlier enthusiasm creep back into her voice. “Show me the rest.”

Rather than continuing to ramble out explanations for every little thing he showed off, Jason took the wiser course of action and kept his mouth shut, handing over pages one by one as Guillem asked for them.

Without anything particularly interesting going on with the elf at the moment, Alyssa started drifting away, looking around the smithy. There… really wasn’t all that much to look at. The big piston and anvil combo in the center of the room was the most dominating thing, followed closely by the kiln. There were some other things attached to the water wheel’s spinning shaft, though nothing was engaged with it at the moment. A fairly hefty grind wheel sat in one corner. The floor around it was covered in metal shavings. The same held true for what Alyssa could only assume was a lathe. Beyond a few other pieces of machinery that Alyssa wasn’t quite sure about, there was a small pile of swords, another pile of metal bars, racks upon racks of tools that were probably only there because they were too big to hang off Guillem’s chains, and the boy.

Who moved away from the bellows as Alyssa turned her attention to him. Picking up a long pair of tongs from the tool rack, he reached them into the forge and carefully withdrew a ceramic flower pot. Except, instead of flowers, it had glowing molten metal.

Before Alyssa could see what he did with it, Guillem started arguing with Jason.

“If you increase the surface area here, then your water expansion would be more efficient! And why is it all the way at one end? You expect the heat to travel all the way up those tubes? Just put it in the middle!”

“Well, because it needs to be. Someone has to stand here and either cast fire magic or shovel coal in. You people uh… have coal right? I can’t believe I forgot to ask about such a basic thing,” he said, sounding pained. “Or wood would work, but it would take a lot more.”

“Coal? Wood? Are you an idiot? You expect me to believe that you designed all this and then ask such a stupid question?”

Jason’s eyes flicked over to the forge. Without the bellows being actively pumped, the fire wasn’t belching from the front anymore. That didn’t mean it had turned off. Just looking at it made a fresh wave of sweat form on Alyssa’s skin.

“No coal,” Jason said as if he had just had an epiphany. “The kid wasn’t shoveling any and there are no piles lying around. Unless you’ve got some automatic hopper set up—and I don’t see any here and didn’t see any on the outside—then there is no fuel.” He put one hand to his face, sighing loudly. “Of course. I am an idiot. It’s magic, isn’t it.”

“That’s a dragon stone,” Guillem said, thumbing over her shoulder. “You probably don’t need anything quite so intense in this little beauty, but—”

Jason’s back went ramrod straight and a wide grin crossed his face—though it wasn’t quite as wide as Guillem’s from earlier. “B-Beauty? You said that earlier when talking about your work. Does that mean…?”

“Yeah, yeah. It’s interesting. I’ll take on the job. Though I’m not sure what to do about the pricing. This is probably going to require me to make a few special tools. All this custom work. It definitely isn’t as simple as making a sword. Plus the cost of material. I might have to do some tallying and get back to you.”

Whatever bravado and encouragement Jason had mustered together slipped through his fingers. “A-About that. I actually can’t pay.” Guillem’s smile slipped as Jason spoke, but he held up his hands. “Hear me out. Please. We build one. When the next harvest season rolls around, we demonstrate its capabilities. Show it off. Someone will buy it. I’m sure of it. And not just one someone. After we sell the first, more people will want them. Maybe not Lyria, at least not right away. Lyria has the manpower to harvest its huge fields. But outside Lyria? An individual farmer would probably not be able to afford it, but a town? They would buy it. Once they see how useful, how much time and effort these combine harvesters will save them, we’ll have more customers than we know what to do with.”

Maybe because Guillem didn’t look particularly impressed, Jason did not stop talking. “And the farming equipment isn’t all. Imagine carriages that can travel across the landscape faster than any pack animal, capable of carrying a thousand times the weight. Boats that plow through the water regardless of current or wind, again at high speeds. And… And… so much more. It’s all based off the same idea of expanding water, so the tools you make for this won’t be wasted after one use.

“And… And…” Jason took a sharp breath. “If it doesn’t sell… if it’s all a waste… I’ll be your slave as compensation!”

“Jason!” Alyssa snapped, a sentiment echoed by Oz and even the laid back Catal. But where they might argue against him offering to be a slave, Alyssa had different suspicions about his motivations. “Don’t bring your kinks into this?”

“K-Kinks?” Red of embarrassment rushed up his neck and burned the tips of his ears. “No! I didn’t mean it like that. I just don’t have money. The only thing I can do is sell my body!”

Guillem just scoffed. “Even if I wanted to own a useless skeleton of a man who can’t even design anything worth inventing,” she said, pausing to tug at her own chains. “Can’t exactly own a human in my current state.”

Meaning that she would if she had the option, Alyssa noted with a frown.

“What you propose is a risk, but oh it looks fun. Especially a carriage that can carry a thousand times the weight of a mule. I want to hear more! But…” She shook her head, shrugging. “I’ll think about it. Come back in a few days and I’ll tell you what I thought.”

“But—”

“Out!” Guillem shouted, shoving Jason’s papers back into his chest. “I have actual paying work that I need to finish.”

In seconds, Alyssa found herself shooed out of the smithy. Catal, Jason, and Oz as well. She hadn’t found a chance to even make passing questions about guns. Although, after seeing that the elf clearly had plenty of remaining loyalty to her people, showing off her pistol was out of the question. It had been out before as per her conversation with her mother, but that just affirmed it.

Catal tried consoling Jason, suggesting that Guillem would go for his plan when he came back in a few days. Then, with a fairly obvious wink, he made an offhand comment about them being able to spend more time together. Oz, on the other hand, would not stop talking about her being a menace.

Tuning all three out was the best option. It gave Alyssa a moment to reflect on the interesting experience. Guillem was a slave. But she didn’t really act like it. She had punched Oz, after all. A normal slave would probably be executed on the spot for something like that. Even Oz, who was still complaining about her, didn’t sound like he was going to tell anyone about it.

Compared to the monsters at the Waterhole, who had jumped at the opportunity to escape without question, Guillem looked actually happy to be where she was. If she wanted to leave, it was doubtful that anyone would stop her. That boy had been the only other person in the smithy and he clearly was far too young, inexperienced, and weak to fight against a woman like that. She could probably just walk out and nobody would stop her. It wasn’t like that forge had been inside the city walls.

But she didn’t run away. She stuck around and smiled at the glowing metal as she shaped it to her design.

Alyssa wasn’t sure what she should do. If anything. A month had gone by and she had managed to stay out of trouble for the duration. Sticking her nose into other peoples’ business was a sure way to wind up in trouble.

Sighing, Alyssa looked upward. The moon hung high in the sky, her mark clearly visible on its surface.

One month. It had been a nice month. Just doing things like today. Working for Tzheitza, wandering around, learning more about Lyria and society as a whole. Thinking about it objectively, it really wasn’t a bad life. She missed a lot of modern luxuries, but it was an abstract sort of missing. Life here was just something that she had gotten used to.

However, Alyssa didn’t feel satisfied. Stagnation. That was it. She had found a routine. It was just like she had done on Earth. Maybe that was the real reason she had come out to meet the blacksmith today. Some small part of her had been hoping that something would happen. That some monster would show up and knock her out of her routine. Something she could interact with and maybe fight back against.

Even now, taking her eyes off the moon, she expected to find Tenebrael floating in the air with her arms crossed. Or maybe an army at the city wall. Or explosions inside the towers around the city. Even just Oz mentioning some new job he had undertaken would have been welcome.

But no. Nothing. It was yet another peaceful day.

Oh well. Maybe tomorrow.
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                Alyssa carefully measured out a thimbleful of nightmare dreams. Literal dreams. From a monster called a nightmare. A nightmare was apparently a horse-like creature about as scary as a gaunt. How they got its dreams into a bottle was a question that Alyssa had long since stopped caring about. There were so many potion ingredients like that in the storage room that Alyssa had started simply nodding her head and saying nothing more. Seeing Tzheitza bottle flame from Fela was one of those oddities that she would shrug her shoulders at now.

With the thimble filled full of black syrup—that, if Alyssa listened close, might be screaming at her—she poured it into a flask above a fire. The screams died down as it mixed in with all the other ingredients. Soon enough, the liquid concoction turned a healthy green, opaque like paint. That was exactly the color it should be, so Alyssa felt fairly pleased with herself. Normally, she would smell the potions as well. Some were not really good to breathe in, however. This one wouldn’t kill her if she did, but it would have her passed out over the open flame.

After stirring the potion with a little glass rod to ensure that it was fully mixed, Alyssa corked it and handed it over to the man across the counter.

“That should last you a week,” she said with a smile. “Take one deep breath of the fumes before you go to sleep at night. Make sure to cork it afterwords. You’ll have a few minutes before you actually fall asleep, so you’ll have time to get in bed however you want.”

“This is a life saver, Alyssa,” he said, handing over a few coins. “You know, I wasn’t sure about you when I first saw you here, but at least these potions turn out alright.”

“Thanks. I think.”

He leaned over the counter, dropping his voice to a whisper. “And you’re a whole lot easier to understand than that old maid.”

Alyssa gave him a slight nod of her head. That, she could agree with.

He turned to head out, but Alyssa called after him.

“You’re a noble, aren’t you Saraak?”

Between the gold in her hands and how frequently he came in to get more, he had to be. No regular farmer or innkeeper could afford so many sleep aids. Not with how much nightmare dreams cost. She supposed he could be an incredibly wealthy merchant of some sort, but something about him gave off airs of nobility. It was the same feeling she got from Decorous.

Mostly, it was how he dressed. He was a tall man with a pencil-thin mustache who wore fine yellow robes. Peasants and merchants tended to wear earthen tones. His yellow was more like a canary than spicy mustard.

Sure enough, he nodded his head. “I am. Eldest son of House Bwickly.”

“Bwickly,” Alyssa repeated. It was a weird sounding word.

“It is a moderately sized town in the Elder Tree Forest. We have the honor of supplying the best lumber to Lyria and its associated city-states. Sure, there are trees everywhere, but our trees are special,” he said with a wink. “Why? Need some wood?”

Not entirely sure if that was a euphemism or simply bad phrasing, Alyssa ignored it. “Actually, I was wondering about the nobles and the royal family. How they’re getting along lately and such.”

He pressed his lips together for a moment, making Alyssa think that he wasn’t going to answer. Some kind of realization crossed his eyes as he quickly nodded. “You’re wondering about that dog they’ve got running around the city, aren’t you? It might not have happened yet, but an incident is inevitable. Don’t worry though. My father is leading the petition to have it put down before such an incident can occur.”

Beneath the counter, Alyssa clenched her fists. Like hell she would let that happen. She would fight off the entirety of the city guard before she let Fela get hurt doing something that Alyssa had practically suggested. Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that. Irulon was keeping tabs on such things. If anything did get close to happening, Alyssa would hear about it well in advance. She could run off, flee with Fela down to Teneville or somewhere else where they wouldn’t be bothered.

Unaware of Alyssa’s change in demeanor, Saraak continued in what was likely supposed to be a calming voice. “I can assure you that he is making progress. We and several of our close allies have already withdrawn the guards and workers we have sent here in protest.”

Well, Alyssa thought, that explains why I’ve noticed less guards around lately. “What if the Juno Federation attacks again? Or…” Alyssa momentarily grit her teeth. “What if the hellhound goes on a rampage and there aren’t any guards around to stop her?”

Saraak sighed, still taking no notice of her agitation. He walked back up to the counter, leaned against it with one elbow, and tried to put on his most conciliatory tone. “Unfortunately, that’s just the way things have to be. When we nobles send the fine men of our cities and fiefs to Lyria, we expect them to be put to good use. And sometimes they are. The outposts that keep watch on the roads between cities and lands are manned primarily by our soldiers. The roads themselves are built and maintained by our men. The wood they used to build those outposts comes from Bwickly. And that’s all well and good. The work they do benefits everyone.

“But then the Pharaoh starts making poor decisions. He invites those monsters into his palace, but at least he keeps them locked away. That hellhound runs around the street like she rules the place. That elf constantly pumps black smoke into the air while treating humans like we are the slaves. Abysmally poor decisions. How can we entrust our people to the Pharaoh when we can’t even trust him to make decisions that benefit humanity?” He shook his head sadly, sighing at the same time. “We haven’t pulled everyone. So don’t fret too much. But it is a thing that is being considered. If we can’t trust the Pharaoh to keep our security in mind, we will have to withdraw fully and look after our own interests.”

Alyssa felt sick, stomach twisted into a knot. This was her fault, wasn’t it. A large army had moved out of the city to engage with the trolls and goblins her first week in Lyria. But now, that large army was diminished. Not just because some people had died, which they definitely had, but because she had thought it would be a good idea to get Fela into the palace. And she had suggested to Brakkt that he show off the draken more.

That would probably only make them pull everyone back faster. And it would probably get more people to join their protest.

Could the city guard as they stood today hold up against another army of trolls and goblins? Alyssa could. Completely on her own. All she needed was an Annihilator. But what if she wasn’t around? The Pharaoh and Irulon were both Rank Six arcanists. But they weren’t around constantly either. The city needed its guard to hold up when the big arcanists weren’t there.

It was clearly not the Pharaoh she needed to convince to give monsters a chance.

“What about the Juno Federation?” Alyssa quickly said—Saraak looked like he had been about to leave. “Say you do end up pulling everyone from Lyria. And many other nobles do as well. What happens when the city falls and the Federation continues marching its armies toward Bwickly? Can you stand up to them on your own?”

Saraak went silent for a long moment, as if giving her question serious consideration. Eventually, he looked her in the eye. “We have our allies. They wouldn’t let us die alone because they know that they would be next.”

Alyssa wanted to shout at him that the same held true for Lyria. And that Lyria was a better defensive spot with its position right at the border of the northern desert. Any approaching army would hit Lyria first. If they tried to bypass the city, their supply line would be cut as soon as they were noticed. But if Lyria fell and the armies got access to the rest of the continent, they would have much more freedom of movement.

But Saraak didn’t give her a chance. “If you’re worried, maybe you should get out of Lyria. Bwickly is always looking to grow and talent is always accepted. And you do have some talent,” he said, swinging the sleeping potion back and forth. “Think about it, hm? I could even arrange you transport if you wanted. Not everyone gets an offer of a noble’s carriage,” he added with a wink as he walked toward the door.

He waved and left. Alyssa wanted to call out to him, stop him and maybe try to get him to change his father’s mind about the protest, but the words just wouldn’t come to her. She slumped into the chair behind the counter, feeling drained and sick. Mentally sick. It was a distinctly familiar feeling, though one she hadn’t thought about in years.

In elementary school, she had believed her guitar-playing father was distinctly uncool. So she told everyone that he was actually Pink from Pink Floyd. After a few days, one of the other kids said that they told their dad. There was no one named Pink in Pink Floyd and the Rock Band Police wanted to talk to her.

She had gotten so sick that she had gone home, curled up in her bed, and waited to be arrested.

Obviously, it was something to look back on with a mild cringe now, but that feeling of wanting to go home and curl up in bed was the exact type of sick that she felt right now.

Only a hundred times worse.

Her only solace came in knowing that she had personally ended the immediate threat of the Juno Federation. It wasn’t much comfort, but at least there would be time to fix something. Surely Lyria would bolster its guard by recruiting directly from the populace. It probably did already, but…

Two more customers came in over the following hour. They proved welcome distractions from Alyssa’s woes. She wasn’t so good at potion making that she could afford to let her mind wander while mixing things up. Tzheitza only let her make things that shouldn’t be dangerous no matter how badly she screwed up, but things could still get iffy. There were several ingredients that Tzheitza wouldn’t even let her look at let alone touch. Some of the more complicated potions might explode if left on a burner for even a few seconds too long. Some had awkward crafting steps, like the one that had to sit out under the moon, that were impractical to craft right in front of a customer.

She supposed that she should be glad that that particular potion still worked even after scarring the moon.

But she had grown a small repertoire of potions that she could make. Sleeping potions. The light potion. One called a frostbite potion that was used to kill unwanted plants. A weed killer, basically. There were a few other things, but nothing particularly life changing. No healing potion. No dangerous potions like what Tzheitza kept on her bandoleer.

Although, the sleeping potion could probably be tossed into a room to make the occupants drowsy. The correct usage was to smell the fumes straight out of the bottle, so too large a room would diffuse it too much, but it might still work. Something to ask, she supposed. There were probably better room-wide incapacitation potions anyway.

“Couldn’t find anything.”

Alyssa jumped, spilling a spoonful of sugar all over the workbench. She tensed, watching every single grain as they bounced around until they came to their final settling point. Only when everything returned to absolute stillness did Alyssa sigh. She was extremely grateful that Tzheitza had drilled into her the importance of closing jars of reagents immediately after using them. Otherwise, sugar might have just mixed with extract of troll toenail.

“You’re lucky,” Alyssa said, glaring at her side.

“Ufufu~”

Sighing again, Alyssa looked at the man seated in one of the side rooms. The door was wide open as he wasn’t receiving any treatment. Thankfully, he wasn’t paying attention. Then again, if he had been paying attention, maybe Kasita would have walked up like a normal person.

Unfortunately for the mimic, Alyssa couldn’t spare the brainpower required for conversation just yet. She quickly remeasured a spoonful of fresh sugar and dumped it into the flask. Something else that it was mixing with, maybe the gazer intraocular fluid, kept it from caramelizing over heat. A bit of stirring with a single drop of holstaur milk and she had herself a cure for dry eyes.

She quickly handed the potion over to the customer with his instructions—a single drop in each eye as symptoms occurred—before turning her attention to Kasita.

Alyssa stared with her arms crossed over her chest. The mimic was trying her best to look wholly innocent. And really, she probably wouldn’t have jumped out of nowhere had Alyssa been handling anything dangerous. Still, it set a bad precedent to let it go without comment. “Would it kill you to walk up to me like a normal person?”

“That was normal. For me. I’m surprised you still get startled by my voice.”

“I don’t, usually. I was just concentrating this time.”

“Ufu~”

“Alright,” Alyssa sighed. “What did you say? You didn’t find anything?”

“You shouldn’t have killed all your enemies. Now what are we supposed to do when we need people dead?”

“Make some more enemies, I guess.”

“Excellent! Perfect idea. I shall head over to Oxart’s office immediately, disguised as you of course, and knock over some of those papers she keeps on her desk.”

“Please don’t,” Alyssa said, sinking back into her seat. “I was just being sarcastic.”

“Well,” Kasita said, walking right up to the chair. She leaned up against the back, resting her chin on top of Alyssa’s head. “The military medical tent has been torn down. I imagine most everyone who was going to die from the troll thing did die and everyone else is carrying on with their lives. There’s no public executions scheduled any time soon. No sign of any activity from the Waters Street gang, if they even still exist. No hint of Morgan, Bercilak, or any other Society of the Burning Shadow member. And… that’s really it. Some of the guards seem a bit disgruntled, but it doesn’t feel like a violent coup is coming. Although I’ve never really participated in a coup, so maybe my sense for that kind of thing is not completely accurate.”

“I shouldn’t be mad about this,” Alyssa grumbled, “but I can’t believe we had people dying around us nonstop for what felt like a month and now nothing for the past month.”

“Sorry.” Kasita’s voice was quiet. Softer than a whisper. Even with her head right on top of Alyssa’s, her apology was hardly audible.

“Don’t be,” Alyssa said, dismissing the apology with a wave of her hand. “I knew from last time we were looking for dying people that it would probably be a fool’s errand.”

“Did you just call me a fool?”

“Aren’t you?”

Alyssa felt some breath from Kasita’s nose, which just made her chuckle.

“But I wasn’t apologizing for that… This is all because I made her mad. I shouldn’t have gone with you. I didn’t even get anything out of it aside from a short second-hand story of me being there.”

“No. If anything made her upset, it was me pulling my mother out of stasis sooner than Tenebrael wanted. But I don’t think that would have done it. I think something went wrong. Iosefael noticed that the souls weren’t who they were supposed to be. That is why I think Tenebrael hasn’t shown up since.”

“You said that souls rot when left in the body, right? So someone has to be taking them.”

“Doesn’t have to be Tenebrael. Could be Adrael. Kenziel. Even Iosefael. Or some other angel I don’t know about. None of them would want to talk to me, I think.”

“Not even Kenziel?”

“Well, last time she showed up, I called Tenebrael on her. I doubt she really likes me much after that little incident.”

“Hmmm…” Again, Kasita breathed right on Alyssa’s head.

This time, it tickled a bit. Just enough to make Alyssa unconsciously reach up to scratch at her hair.

She wound up smacking Kasita in the face.

“Sorry.”

“So mean,” Kasita sobbed.

“Yeah, yeah. You’ve survived Tzheitza’s knives through your head. I doubt I hurt you.”

“It’s the thought that counts—that hurts the most.”

Alyssa rolled her eyes, letting silence fall between them. It was a comfortable silence. It always was with Kasita.

However, this time, it started to grow uncomfortable. Entirely on Alyssa’s part. She had something to say. She didn’t want to say it. But… if she couldn’t say it to Kasita, she wouldn’t be able to tell anyone else either. So she had to.

“I was thinking,” Alyssa started.

“Oh no. Did you hurt yourself?”

“Ha. Ha…” Alyssa trailed off. Stalling. That was what she was doing. Maybe a customer would pop in and distract her for another half hour. But no one came. “I was thinking that there is a place where people are probably dying. Or, if they aren’t already dead, where we would be more than welcome to kill them.”

“Oh? I like where this is going.”

“Mother would hate it. She would probably disown me if she found out.”

“Then I’d be an only child again,” Kasita said with mock despair. “Good thing she went and found her own inn to live at.”

Alyssa had to nod in agreement at that. She loved her mother, but Tzheitza’s shop did not have enough beds. After Tzheitza got her the training job with the guild, she quickly moved out. She stopped by every now and again, mostly to check up on Alyssa. And Alyssa saw her during just about every potion delivery trip. But really, Alyssa was glad that she was living on her own, even with as much as she had missed her mother. It was like she had become a proper adult who could live on her own, even if she technically lived with a roommate.

But it wasn’t just her mother who would hate her idea.

“Tzheitza would probably kick me out.”

“Living here is holding you back. A Rank Six arcanist should be living like a king. I mean, half of them are royalty in this city.”

“You probably aren’t going to be too thrilled either.”

Kasita gave her a flat look. “Oh? And what about Irulon. Will she hate it too?”

Alyssa opened her mouth, but hesitated. “Actually,” she settled on, “I’m not sure.”

“That might as well be a yes. What is it?”

Before she said, Alyssa peeked around Kasita. The door to the back room was firmly closed. There were no other customers inside the shop. Someone could be listening in through the use of Tineye, or something similar, but they probably weren’t.

“The bedehouse.”

Kasita’s face flickered. It was just an instant thing, but Alyssa had come to associate that with a rapid change of emotion. Sure enough, she wasn’t smiling when she came out of the flicker. Her lips were pressed together as she nodded slowly. “You’re right. I’m not too sure that I’m thrilled with that. You interacted with the Taker and Octavia. There was no helping that. But willingly walking into a plague death house? Doesn’t sound like a smart idea.”

“It’s the only place we’re guaranteed to find people who are dying or that we can kill.”

“What about that man in the Central Garrison’s dungeon? No one would miss Cid.”

“Something tells me that Oxart would consider that a perversion of justice, or somesuch.”

“And didn’t you say that angels don’t show up for plague victims?”

“That’s true. Demons do. But, at least in the religious mythology back home, demons and angels are related. When one shows up, I can try asking it about Tenebrael. Maybe it won’t answer. Maybe it will try bargaining for an answer—in which case I’ll just walk away. But if I can get an answer out of one, then at least I will know something. This is driving me insane.”

Kasita went silent for a long minute. There was no trace of humor in her voice when she looked Alyssa in the eyes and asked, “You’re set on this?”

“If nothing happens in the next few days, I think yeah.”

“Then I’ll go with you.”

“You don’t have to if you don’t want.”

“I do want, actually. Besides, someone responsible has to make sure you don’t die or contract the plague or… worse.”

Alyssa raised an eyebrow. “Did you just call yourself responsible?”

“More responsible than you, that’s for sure. Even mom agrees.”

Alyssa started to refute that, but had to stop. A customer walked in.

Busy day.
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                The bedehouse.

It had taken a few days to find. Alyssa hadn’t wanted to ask anyone she knew about it. Kasita, under various guises, managed to get the location from a guard. The building wasn’t close to the city. Not like the blacksmith, anyway. That was within an easy walking distance. The bedehouse wasn’t as far as Teneville, or even the nearest village. It had still taken Alyssa and Kasita four hours of straight walking to get to it.

Setting her eyes on it, she wished it had taken a little longer.

It was an ominous building. Rectangular with a pitched roof. Grass near it was brown. Dead. A tree nearby was nothing more than branches of crooked wood without a leaf in sight. The path leading to the entrance was uneven, giving an eerie lopsided sensation when she looked directly at it. It would have looked like a haunted hospital from a movie except for the fact that it lacked windows of any sort. That only made it more unnerving.

The building itself, Alyssa might have been able to ignore. It was, after all, only a building. Stone and wood. Just like any other. But there was an atmosphere around it. An oppressive, daunting air that made Alyssa want to keep back. She couldn’t explain why she wanted to stay away, only that she did.

“I don’t like this,” Kasita said. There was no trace of amusement or her familiar giggles. Her tone was shaky, but serious.

“Me neither.”

Neither had moved since cresting the hill the bedehouse stood beyond. It was down in a bowl-shaped caldera. Alyssa doubted that it was volcanic in nature, but the crater-shape was the same. Three walls had been built in the valley around the building. As far as Alyssa could see, there was only one gate in each of the walls. The clear space between them had to be for watchmen to spot anyone who might escape.

“You know? Why don’t we just head back. I’m sure we can find some old man with one foot already in the grave. We can just… give him a little shove.”

“I’m not going to kill an old man, Kasita.”

“An old woman then.”

Alyssa managed to tear her eyes off the building in the distance. “Are you… Just… No. We’re going to go in there, find the first zombie demon whatever thing, and tear out its soul with a scythe.”

“And what if we find one like the Taker, hm? You said you were having trouble tearing out his soul. What are you going to do then, huh? Fight it? You had to blast him into the moon to kill him! And what if we agitate a lot of them. What if they start trying to escape. We could wind up accidentally destroying Lyria!”

Alyssa tried to get a word in edgewise, but Kasita was still not finished.

“Then there is the whole demon thing. You know, monsters have stories about the Monster Lords. Especially that Monster Lord. Her betrayed the other monsters. I mentioned that there were four confirmed surviving Monster Lords, right? Well, five survived the First City. Her killed Dasu, the elf progenitor, a few years after.”

Kasita finally stopped, almost looking like she was short on breath despite her body not needing oxygen in the same way that humans did. “Or… so the story goes, anyway,” she said, a little calmer. “The way I heard it, the other three banished Her to the underworld for that crime, along with all of demonkind. But… if demons are related to Tenebrael somehow… I don’t know.” Shaking her head, she tried smiling. It wasn’t that great a smile. “Are you sure I can’t convince you to kill an old man?”

“No.”

“Well, I tried. When we’re dragged down to the Pit and have all sorts of tortures inflicted upon us, I’ll be the first to say that I told you so.”

“That’s not going to happen, Kasita. I’ve got Fractal Locks, Spectral Chains, Spectral Axes, enough Annihilators that I should be able to destroy the entire valley if it comes to that, and I managed to create an Accelero without screwing up.” She was actually looking forward to testing that one out. It was a Time spell that the Pharaoh had used, one that was supposed to make the user move and take action at extreme speeds.

Of course, she wished that she had an opportunity to test it out that wasn’t potentially life or death… or worse than death. It was just… too complex. She had screwed up oh so many attempts over the past few weeks. The one she had successfully completed had actually only been her sixth try, but there had been plenty since. She hadn’t wanted to waste the one good one on delivering potions across the city.

But… that was neither here nor there. Kasita was here. And the bedehouse was there. “You don’t have to come if you don’t want to.”

“Ufu~ You think you can get rid of me that easily? Afraid not. You’re stuck with me, sister.”

The whiplash between frightened and nervous Kasita and smiling staggered Alyssa. She could only shake her head. It wasn’t a perfect smile, but she supposed that it was all she could really ask for.

“One question,” Kasita said, raising a finger. She pointed that finger down toward the first gate. “There are bound to be guards around. I doubt they’ll just let us in. Have you got a plan for that or shall we just turn around here?”

“I figured that there would be guards. Not three separate gates to get past, but I should be able to handle it. You might want to hop into my pocket for a short few minutes.”

“Oh?”

Alyssa allowed a small smile to cross her lips. She meant to smile a bit more as a reassurance to Kasita, but even from a distance, the aura surrounding the bedehouse was… oppressive. “I’ve got a new spell I want to try out.”

As Kasita vanished from view, Alyssa walked forward. Not toward a gate. All three were closed and opening them would alert the guards. Turrets periodically dotted the walls. They probably held guards that would be watching the bedehouse and the empty gaps between the walls for escapees. A simple Empty Mirror would keep her out of sight.

Every step closer felt like it added a penny to her boots. One step didn’t do too much. Neither did two steps. Ten steps? Twenty? Her legs felt leaden. Which was a terrible thing for the spell she wanted to try. If the oppressive atmosphere was literally oppressing her, the spell might fail. If it failed, the guards might catch her. She would probably be thrown into the cell next to Cid.

No. That was her paranoia talking. Empty Mirror was working, so even if she failed to get past the wall, nothing worse would come of it. The real challenge would come once she got into the building. The wall was just a hurdle.

Literally.

Alyssa activated the spell and kicked off the ground without breaking her sprint.

The ten foot high wall flew underneath Alyssa as her jump carried her right over it. Her stomach dropped just before reaching the height of her jump. She had to clamp her hand over her mouth to keep from screaming the entire way back down to the ground.

It was not a flight spell. After a bit of research at the Observatorium, she was beyond glad that she had decided to not use any that removed her own tether to gravity. One of the books, Malapropisms, Misapplications, and Misusage in Magic, was full of warning tales about all kinds of magic. They had a chapter especially dedicated to anything that granted the ability to fly. Unsupervised usage had resulted in plenty of deaths over the history of arcanists trying to fly. Even those experienced in using such spells could suffer serious accidents seemingly at random. It was probably one of the main reasons why she hadn’t ever seen a bunch of arcanists fly to and from the Observatorium.

The spell Alyssa used was a Physical spell similar to Lighten Load, except instead of affecting the weight of an object, it affected the caster. Lighten Caster. Simply named, which Alyssa liked. Trying to figure out the purpose and intended effect of Fractal spells using just the name was a nightmare.

Alyssa landed. Hard. A lot harder than she had expected to land. She stumbled forward, tripped, and, thanks to her light weight, skipped straight over face-planting to instead land on the staff strapped to her back. It was an angelic weapon, so she wasn’t worried about breaking it.

“Ouch, ouch, ouch,” she mumbled.

The same couldn’t be said about her back.

For a moment, Alyssa just sat on the ground. Standing seemed like an impossible task. Her legs weren’t broken. Neither was her back despite the ache she felt. It was just… the air. She felt light as a feather. She could probably do a pull-up with one arm. Getting up was not a question of physical strength.

This place, Alyssa mentally groaned as she clenched a fist. How do the guards stand it? Maybe a chocolate bar makes the depression go away, she thought with a glum smile.

Sitting on the staff was oddly comforting. Not physically. But the staff had this warmth that it radiated. With most of her body lying on top of it, she could feel that warmth all the more. Shifting so that her weight wasn’t completely on the staff, Alyssa undid the buttons on the leather guard. She pulled the golden staff out of its holder and just touched it. Directly.

The warmth flooded straight into her. Alyssa took a breath, feeling like she could actually breathe for the first time since landing. It wasn’t as intense as when she had been connected to Tenebrael or even when she had destroyed Adrael’s traps. But it was enough to make her feel like the sun was shining again.

Alyssa got to her feet. As expected, it really hadn’t taken much effort at all. She took a deep breath as she stared down further into the valley. Two more jumps. That was all. Then a Spectral Axe. Then she could leave. Easy. Nothing could be easier.

Keeping the staff in hand this time, Alyssa started running again. The less time she gave herself to think, the less likely she would be to hesitate.

Running with Lighten Caster active was a bit odd, Alyssa found. She couldn’t run the way that she was used to. Every time her feet hit the ground, she bounced up into the air. Not as high as she had gone while jumping over the wall, but it still sent her five times the distance that she expected between each step. Buzz Aldrin and Neil Armstrong must have felt a similar sensation while hopping about on the moon. Though they had two hundred pounds of gear weighing them down.

The second jump was easier. The running was a bit awkward, but she knew what to expect from a jump now. More importantly, she knew what to expect from a landing. This time, she didn’t jump quite so high, choosing to do more of a long jump over the top of the wall.

Although she stumbled on the landing, she managed to keep running, holding her staff tight.

She cleared the last and smallest of the walls with barely a hop. For some reason, it was the smallest wall. Alyssa thought that it would have been the opposite. It made sense for the largest wall to be the first line of defense. But that would probably have obstructed the view from the other walls. There were turrets around this one, but Alyssa couldn’t spot any actual guards.

A sign of the nobles withdrawing their support from the city? Or maybe they just knew that the bedehouse’s aura was just that heavy. She had to be thankful for Adrael skewering Irulon. Without the staff, she probably would have fled back after the first wall.

Even with that warmth flowing up her arms, even with the sun beating down on her, she felt… chilly.

Kasita wasn’t in direct contact with the staff. In fact, she didn’t much like it. It was an unnatural object, like Tenebrael’s feathers or Tenebrael herself. Hopefully Kasita would be alright. The best thing Alyssa could do now was to hurry up.

Her pistol wasn’t going to help here, so she didn’t bother even thinking about drawing it. Staff in one hand, Alyssa withdrew all of her cards. Only after double checking that she did indeed have all the spells that she had mentioned to Kasita did Alyssa approach the rectangular building.

It had one door, as far as she could tell. Obviously, she hadn’t done a full loop around the building, but it didn’t make much sense for a prison like this to have a back entrance. Thinking about it, the place probably didn’t even have lights. It wasn’t so much a prison as it was an execution chamber. Execution by starvation.

There was no guard at the front entrance. Just a heavy gate. A crank on the outside looked like it was the only way in. Luckily, there were no locks or other mechanisms keeping the gate shut. Just the crank.

Alyssa tried to one hand it, keeping the other hand on her staff, but it just didn’t work. The staff was too unwieldy and the crank too heavy. Why couldn’t Adrael have used something simpler. Like a ring. A magic divine ring would have worked perfectly. Nothing big. Nothing bulky. She wouldn’t have needed to spend practically everything that she had earned or stolen on a holster. It would have been just perfect.

She slammed the staff into the ground.

The moment her fingers left the shining metal, it was like the entire world came crashing down onto her shoulders. Her fingers trembled. Her skin went clammy and cold. The insides of her mouth dried and her lips chapped. Nausea churned in her stomach.

The tip of her finger trembling back to the staff kept her breakfast down. The warmth from the staff was the only reason she managed to keep from throwing up.

Breaths coming in ragged waves—her lungs felt like they were full of liquid concrete that was slowly hardening—Alyssa dropped to her knees. She clung to the staff with both hands, hanging on tighter than when she had used it as support for her broken leg. Her knuckles shook with how hard she gripped it. The spiral in the golden haft bit into her fingers, but she didn’t care. She held on like it was the only thing keeping her attached to the ground.

Alyssa didn’t move for minutes. Her phone said ten, her body said hundreds. Only when she felt like she could stand without immediately collapsing did she use the staff to hoist herself to her feet.

How did the guards manage to bring prisoners in? she couldn’t help but wonder as she stared at the heavy gate. Maybe without a staff, walking the long distance down into the valley slowly acclimatized the body. With the staff having shielded her from the effects on the way in, it all had slammed into her at once. Too late to change that now, unfortunately.

As much a warning as that would have been to anyone else, Alyssa still needed to get inside.

Hiking up her pant legs enough to expose some skin, Alyssa ripped the staff out of the ground and pinched it between her ankles. She wouldn’t be able to move like that, but she didn’t need to move. Just crank.

And crank she did. The mechanism ratcheted—perhaps elvish work—as the chain lifted up the gate. It was hard work, but not impossible. It would have been easier had she been able to have her feet spread apart for better grounding and stability, but she didn’t want to risk the staff falling out of contact with her again. Not until she was far away from this place.

She stopped a quarter of the way up, hoping that the distance between the building and the nearest guards was great enough that they wouldn’t be able to see the partially opened gate.

Crouching, Alyssa slid underneath.

“What happens if the gate shuts behind us?”

Alyssa jerked, glancing to her side. Kasita was holding tight to the staff as well.

“We’ll blast our way out of here.”

“Good,” Kasita said with a poorly concealed shudder. “It’s dark in here.”

“That it is.” Alyssa wasn’t sure if it was magic or just something weird about the area, but the light from the gap underneath the gate did not reach far into the room. It was… making her nervous even with the warmth from the staff flowing through her. “There aren’t any… things in here, are there?”

“You think I would be sticking around if there were?”

“Well, you did follow me in here.”

“I would have said something,” Kasita said, shaking her head. “No. It is a larger room. There is some kind of tabley-desk-counter thing near the far wall with a chair behind it. The wall is covered in hooks with a bunch of keys hanging off it.”

“But no monsters.”

Alyssa let out a sigh of relief. Deck of spells in hand, she tossed a light up into the room. Just a regular old light. Apparently Night Vision, and other enhancement style spells, did have detrimental effects over long use. The body grew used to them and stopped trying to compensate for poor lighting on its own. At least in the case of Night Vision. She did still have a few in her deck, but only for emergencies.

True to Kasita’s description, the first room did have a desk and keys and a chair. It looked like a hotel. Or maybe a police station. A very low security police station. The original intent had probably been to keep guards here. Flicking her eyes to the staff, Alyssa shuddered. It wasn’t hard to imagine why they stopped.

Four hallways led off from the main room, two on the left and two on the right. To the side of the desk, a staircase led up to an open balcony area where more hallways sat directly above those on the first floor. Willing the light to near the closest hallway on the right, Alyssa quickly spotted barred doors. Lots of them.

“Do we get a key first?”

“Let’s just take a peek around first. Depending on how deep those rooms are, I might just be able to swing a scythe from the hallway.”

“Whatever we do, let’s hurry.”

“No arguments there.”
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                The main room wasn’t so bad. Not so long as Alyssa held onto the staff anyway. The second she started down the closest hallway, she started to feel nervous again. The staff couldn’t even block out the source of her nerves.

There was moaning.

Had she said that to some of her coworkers back on Earth, they probably would have stifled some of their giggles… or they might have been brash and irreverent. But this wasn’t that kind of moaning at all. It was like… Perhaps it was just because of the building, what it was for, and what Alyssa was here for, but she wanted to compare it to Hell. Tortured souls trussed up in chains within tiny cells, left to rot until they either died or were weak enough to be slain by plague containment teams.

And the cells were tiny. Alyssa wouldn’t have been able to reach the back with her arm even if she wanted to press herself up against the bars, but it would have been close. Every body seemed to be chained in a cage pressed to the back wall. The cages restricted movement but kept them standing. They were too small to sit inside. Because of that small buffer between the cage and the front of the barred cell, she didn’t expect any trouble with a scythe. All she needed to do was find a living one.

It was actually hard to tell if the bodies were living or not. Every single one of them had a thick leather blindfold strapped to their head. It completely covered their eyes and nose. Even though she had her light waving around in front of the cells, she doubted any of them noticed. Which fit with what the Pharaoh had said. They tended to be docile when left on their own. Seeing someone would send them into a frenzy.

What she was surprised about was how many bodies were around.

The biggest clue that a cell occupant was dead was etched into the floor. Those pentagrams. The same ones that had appeared around the demon and the soul it had dragged away. From the Pharaoh and Fela, Alyssa knew that those were bad news. They had to be cleared regularly. Too many building up would apparently create another pit. That meant that some poor people had to actually approach this place and clean them out regularly. They would probably take the bodies too. If Alyssa were in charge, she would see them burned. What they actually did with them, she didn’t know, but burning was a tried and true method for getting rid of infectious plagues.

Though, she didn’t really believe that it was a plague in the sense that she was familiar with anymore. Aside from the demonic aspects of it all, the biggest clue to that was the fact that people just knowing about plague incidents were at risk for developing the infection. It wasn’t a biohazard. It was an infohazard. Of sorts, anyway. Belief in Tenebrael apparently helping to stifle the plague probably meant that it was more of a faithhazard, if she wanted to be technical.

Knowing that was one of the only reasons she had dared to come here.

And she still felt like she needed to go rub her skin raw afterwards.

Alyssa and Kasita trudged on, sharing the staff between them as they moved at a snail’s pace. Neither had said anything since entering the hallway. It wasn’t that they had agreed on silence before walking into it. There was just… something. For Alyssa, at least, she felt like speaking might wind up triggering a frenzy in the things. She was sure that Kasita felt the same way.

“There,” Kasita whispered.

Or not, Alyssa thought, tense as she looked around. There was a mild increase in moaning. Further down the hall, she heard the metal of a cage rattling. But nothing immediately dangerous. Whipping her head back to Kasita, Alyssa slammed her finger to her lips in a silent shushing gesture.

That one moved, Kasita mouthed, pointing into one of the cages.

Sure enough, the skeletally thin toes were wiggling on the thing inside the room. The cell was only the eighth one down on the right, just a quick jaunt from the main room, but for some reason, it felt like she had been walking a lot longer.

With a silent nod to Kasita, Alyssa held out her free hand. She kept it as far away from Kasita as she could as she cast a Spectral Axe. The curved head sprung out of the ethereal shaft in her hand. It was a bit awkward to wield with one hand, but it also didn’t have much weight. Alyssa didn’t have any problem slicing right through the bars and the cage to hook onto the thing inside.

And the scythe did hook. The people and bodies out in the desert had their souls ripped out with frighteningly little effort. This was not the same. The scythe felt more like a meat hook with the body as a hunk of meat.

Except, hunks of meat didn’t scream. The body did. Alyssa almost let go of the scythe as she jerked back. She tried to tug, tried to pull against the soul. The scythe moved. It wasn’t as bad as the Taker. It was possible. But one handed?

“Hold the staff,” Alyssa said. She let go, but only after pressing her leg right up against the haft. Grabbing the scythe with both hands, she tried again.

Sticky tar clung to the tip as she pulled it from the body. The soul, if it could even be called that, clearly didn’t want to leave its host.

Alyssa wasn’t giving it a choice.

As soon as it was free, Alyssa gave it one firm tug to make sure it was out of range of the body.

Then… she did not want to stick around.

All throughout the hall, cages and chains rattled. Moans and screams increased tenfold as more and more of the creatures woke each other up. And… she swore that she could hear actual words among the cacophony. Lucid words. Ones asking for help or release.

Alyssa grit her teeth and ignored them. They were distractions. False words. She had heard from Irulon that Octavia occasionally spoke with lucid words as well. Requests to be freed. Apologies. Temptations. Offers of power. Of Love. The exact kinds of things that Alyssa figured true demons would do. And these words couldn’t be any different.

Alyssa backed away from the cell. With one hand around the staff again, she carefully pulled the soul out and away from the hall, back into the main room. Only when she and Kasita were near the desk did Alyssa stop pulling the soul around. Only then did she allow the scythe to fade away.

Sweat poured down her forehead. There was no air conditioning and no shade for the building with the dead trees, but the sweat came from elsewhere. Worry. Fear. Anxiety. Even with a firm grasp of the staff, she felt sick.

The writhing mass of a soul squirmed in the center of the larger room. It tried to edge away, but its short tendrils could find no purchase on the air or the floor. It was stuck there, impotent.

Now it was just a waiting game.

Alyssa kept her eyes on the hallways. When she had first gotten here, it had been mostly quiet aside from some moaning and the occasional rattle. The entire place had clearly woken up thanks to her stunt. If the things did get free, it would be her fault. And it would be up to her to clean up her mess. Two Annihilators would destroy the entire building. One aimed down either side. She didn’t want to do that if at all possible.

Obliterating half the valley would definitely tip off everyone that she had been inside.

All she wanted was for them to stay in their cages and quiet back down. Until they did, she couldn’t let her guard down.

Not even as a fiery circle carved itself out in the middle of the room with a bright flash.

Kasita gasped. She probably couldn’t see the demon standing in the circle, but the circle itself was definitely visible.

Alyssa honestly couldn’t say if the demon was the same one she had seen back with the Pharaoh. She looked the same, with her mask covering most of her face, leather outfit made of black leather straps, and high boots. For all Alyssa knew, every demon looked like that. She supposed that she was lucky that the demon didn’t have hooks peeling her flesh away or… other mutilations. That might have been another thing that would have kept her far away.

The scythe in the demon’s hands spun as she kicked its base. Just as she had done with the other infected soul. Another circled star lit up in the floor as the soul spiraled downward. So far, everything had gone just as Alyssa had envisioned. Now she just needed to not screw this up. If I accidentally sell my soul to the literal devil, mom will kill me.

“Wait,” Alyssa said, holding out a hand in the hopes that the demon wouldn’t disappear as she had last time.

The demon didn’t say anything, but she did cock her head to one side. Her burning ember of an eye locked onto Alyssa.

“Where is Tenebrael?”

The demon’s head slowly rolled to her other shoulder, all without breaking the lock on Alyssa. Slowly, she lifted up her shoulders and then let them fall. A shrug.

She doesn’t know?

Emboldened by getting something that constituted a response, if not a verbal one, Alyssa tried again. “Do you know if… Has anything happened to her? Is she around this world at all?”

A pregnant pause passed, filled only with the shouts and clanks of the prisoners in the hallways. Eventually, the demon nodded. It was a slow, deliberate nod. She managed to bob her head without losing eye contact.

Momentary elation welled up inside Alyssa until she realized her mistake. She had asked two questions at once. Had something happened to Tenebrael? Was she around? Both? Neither? “Can you talk?” Maybe there was some body horror going on under those leather clothes. Visions of horror movies welled up involuntarily as Alyssa wondered why she might not be speaking. Hooks keeping her mouth shut. Her tongue pierced from the roof of her mouth to the bottom. Her throat torn open and pinned into place like some medical procedure.

With far too many horror movies running through her mind, Alyssa was surprised to find the demon nodding. Again, it was another slow and deliberate nod.

“Then…”

One gloved hand, the one that wasn’t holding onto the scythe, lifted up to the demon’s ear. Or where the ear would have been if not for the strange mask that the demon wore. The demon’s fingers scratched right at the lip where her black hair started, but failed to find purchase. After a moment of fruitlessly trying to remove her mask, the demon started to lower her hand, but paused halfway. The finger pointed straight at Alyssa.

“You want me to…”

Another nod, slightly more eager than before.

“Uh, no,” Alyssa said with a shake of her head. “Nope. Absolutely not. I am not that big of an idiot.”

The skin around the demon’s sole visible eye crinkled in mirth. Her shoulders shook as if she were laughing, but not a single sound came out. It was actually a bit creepy. Even with that miming of laughter, the demon’s eye never strayed from Alyssa.

Concrete evidence that Alyssa had made the right choice, in her opinion.

“So you’ll answer yes or no questions?”

A nod of affirmation.

“But you won’t answer anything more unless I take off your mask?”

Another nod.

“That’s not happening.”

The demon shrugged again, allowing her hand to drop to her side, limp.

How about this then, Alyssa thought, staring back. “Can you contact Tenebrael?”

An affirmative nod.

“Will you contact Tenebrael?”

No. The demon shook her head without hesitation. Alyssa hadn’t even asked if she would contact her to tell her something. The demon simply wouldn’t take the action in the first place.

“Can you tell me how I can contact her? And I don’t mean through Message cards or prayers. Or even calling her on my phone. I’ve tried those. I mean a real definitive way of getting her in front of me so that we can have a conversation.” And maybe so I can punch her in the face for not even bothering to send a postcard. “Without killing someone,” she tacked on.

The demon nodded, meaning the information was transferable, but she lifted her hand to scratch at her mask again.

Alyssa shook her head with a scoff. “No. What about… Can you show me how I can contact her? Same stipulations that I just mentioned apply here.”

This time, there was definite hesitation behind the demon’s eye. It took a moment, but she eventually nodded her head.

That got Alyssa to perk up despite the dreary atmosphere. Now they were getting somewhere. A way to contact Tenebrael. That was exciting for more reasons than just the prospect of talking to her once. Her phone had been a positive step in being able to talk to Tenebrael when she needed as opposed to Tenebrael just showing up whenever it suited her. But, for the past month, the call hadn’t been connecting. Much like how it had acted when Adrael had been jamming it, the phone just fizzled and needed a reboot. So having a more reliable method would be nice.

But also… the way her phone fizzled out had Alyssa worrying that it was actually angel interference rather than Tenebrael simply ghosting her.

Alyssa’s excitement dropped as she realized how she had phrased the question. Licking her dry lips, she had to try again.

“Same question as before except will you show me?”

That mirthful wrinkle returned to the demon’s eye as she quirked her head. Her foot tapped against the ground, a steady heartbeat against the irregular yet thankfully dying background noise of the bedehouse. A gloved hand stretched out toward Alyssa, but it stopped abruptly in the middle of the air. Her hand went flat against an invisible wall, like she was some kind of mime.

Looking down, Alyssa noted that the invisible wall lined up perfectly with the pentagram’s ring beneath the demon’s feet.

So she was trapped in there. Though the scythe could leave the boundary. The soul was outside its radius as was the fresher, smaller circle that the soul had been pulled through. With all the rules Tenebrael and the other angels were forced to follow, it made Alyssa wonder just what kind of restrictions demons had. Surely they had some. Like not being able to leave their circle.

Although the circles had popped up wherever a soul had died, so perhaps they could just make them anywhere.

But now the demon was standing there, staring with her hand out like she wanted to shake hands.

Alyssa just shook her head. Seriously, she thought, glaring at the demon, did all those other idiots in this place wind up infected to obvious ploys like this? She wanted to contact Tenebrael, if for no other reason than peace of mind that the world wasn’t going to be destroyed by Seraphim anytime soon. But she wanted to turn into a zombie-demon-monster-thing even less. She kept one arm around the staff and the other firmly at her side.

The demon took the hint and slowly lowered her own arm. Even with her face mostly covered, Alyssa could see the disappointment in her posture.

“Sorry, you’re going to have to try a little harder for that.”

The demon nodded, serious.

Alyssa felt a tingle go down her spine. Nothing magical, just another thing added to her already unsteady nerves over this whole situation. The demon looked like she was taking Alyssa’s words as a challenge.

That nod, more than anything, convinced Alyssa that she really didn’t want to continue this interview with the demon. It didn’t seem like they were going to get anything valuable out of more discussion anyway. Alyssa decided to end it. Except, a thought popped into her mind as she looked over the demon one last time. “Final question: Can that scythe harm angels?”

The eye crinkled again as the demon gave a vigorous nod of her head.

“Huh. Interesting.” Alyssa filed that bit of information away for later. Maybe she would never use it. In fact, she hoped she never needed to use it. But if she ever lost access to the staff, or if it simply proved to be inadequate for defending herself from angels, at least she knew that something out there might work as an alternative.

“Come on, Kasita. We’re leaving.”

“Oh good. Is it gone?”

“No,” Alyssa said, eying the demon. With her hand still on the staff, she pulled Kasita around the demon and the circle, making sure to give both a wide berth. “But I don’t have any more questions.” That wasn’t completely true, but the demon not talking limited the value of most questions. And that nod accepting Alyssa’s accidental challenge…

Better not give her a chance to rise to the challenge.

The demon slowly pivoted where she stood, moving to keep that unblinking smoldering eye locked on Alyssa. In turn, Alyssa kept facing the demon while she dragged Kasita away from the desk and toward the partially open gate. When Alyssa had her back to the gate, the demon held up a single finger.

Alyssa froze, tensing and gripping her deck of cards tighter as the demon reached two fingers into one of the slits of her outfit’s straps. Hands touching on the staff, Alyssa could feel a few little twitches coming from Kasita, but she wasn’t willing to take her eyes off the demon just yet. Slowly, the demon withdrew her fingers, holding tight to a small red marble. She held it out to Alyssa as if offering a gift.

Except, it wasn’t a perfect orb. It wasn’t smooth and round, but lumpy. And the red wasn’t uniform either. Rather, it looked like a burning lump of coal. A small ember.

“Yeah right,” Alyssa said with a scoff, taking a step away. If this was trying harder, the demon clearly was taking her for a fool.

Not taking apparent offense at the rejection of her gift, the demon simply shrugged. She knelt on one knee, letting go of the ember right at the edge of the circle. With one last wrinkle of her eye, the pentagram flashed bright flames, blinding Alyssa. When it wore off, the demon was gone.

The ember was still there.

Alyssa grit her teeth. A bad feeling welled up in her stomach.

“What is that?” Kasita said, voice trembling. “I don’t like it. It feels like… Tenebrael’s feathers. Or this staff.”

“You can see it?”

“Clear as day.”

“Let me ask again because this is important. Can you see it like you can see the desk? Or can you see it like how you can sometimes feel the presence of an angel nearby?”

“The former. It is definitely a real thing in this room. I just feel like it shouldn’t exist.”

Alyssa clicked her tongue. That was it. This was a trap. She could turn around and leave it. That would be the easy thing to do. But if she did, guards would come. They would see it. They might touch it. Alyssa didn’t know what would happen if they did, but it probably wouldn’t be a good thing. Worse, one of the prisoners might touch it. Either one being brought in or an escapee.

Kasita tensed even more than she had been. Leaning over, she whispered. “People outside,” she said. “Guards. They’re walking up slowly, so we have a moment.”

“Damn it.”

Had that demon known that they would be coming? Probably. She was forcing a decision without giving the time to think about it. The guards must have seen the half-open gate. Or maybe they just had a way of detecting people’s presence within the building. Alyssa hadn’t thought of that. They would definitely come inside and inspect things.

She considered blowing her only Infinite Regress on testing what it was like to pick up the ember. But she had been affected for real during Infinite Regress before. If anything could do that again, it would be a demon. Fractal Mirror had the same problem plus it only showed a few seconds.

“Alyssa?”

“Pocket, quickly.”

“You aren’t going to touch it, are you?”

“Just… hurry.”

Kasita gave her a look. Concern. Worry. But it only lasted a second.

Alyssa stood alone with the staff in the room. She wasn’t sure exactly when the spell had failed, but sometime after entering the building, the shards signifying her invisibility had vanished. It was with some reluctance that she popped another Empty Mirror. The second today of only three that she had. They were annoying to draw, but she couldn’t be caught. For that, she had to extinguish the orb of light that was hovering around her head.

The room went dark, but the ember’s faint glow meant that it was impossible to miss.

One problem out of the way, she walked up to the ember. She didn’t touch it. Rather, she gripped the staff in both hands and just tapped the ember with the ruby head of the staff.

A little spark of lighting connected the two for an instant before the ember went skidding across the floor. The staff just about lurched out of Alyssa’s hands in the opposite direction.

Alyssa clenched her teeth. She had been hoping that the staff would just destroy it outright. Maybe if she slammed the staff down on it, but… that might also just send it flying further. Her staff as well. She probably wouldn’t lose the staff given its size, but if the little ember flew off somewhere and got lost… bad things might happen. So stupid, she groaned. Who thought doing this was a good idea?

The loud ratchet from the gate meant that Alyssa was out of time.

She quickly flipped through her cards until she found a spell. Relieved that she had bothered to draw out three of them, she aimed at the glowing ember and cast Levitation.

Alyssa let out a small sigh as the ember rose up into the air. She pulled it close. Not close enough to touch, just close enough to keep it inside the shards of Empty Mirror.

No less than twelve men walked into the building only seconds later. Three at the front had large tower shields. The three behind them held pikes, ready to jab around the shields if necessary. The last half all had tomes out, spells at the ready. They carefully marched inside, heads swiveling to check everywhere as the arcanists sent light spells darting inside. They checked the corners and even above their heads. One of the pikemen seemed to have looking up as his only duty.

Alyssa had to wait until they were further into the room. Two arcanists stayed back by the door with a shield wielder, but the rest quickly started examining things. The group was quiet. Hardly saying a word. Maybe to keep the prisoners from hearing, or maybe it was just the atmosphere. One arcanist pointed out the marks on the floor and quickly set about destroying it with a spell akin to a flamethrower. As he worked, a few split off down the hallways to check the integrities of the cells.

Leaving them to do their jobs, Alyssa slipped between an arcanist and the shield guy at the entrance. As soon as she was outside, she ran.

She ran and she ran. All the while, she kept the ember close, but not too close. She jumped the walls slowly and carefully, making sure to avoid accidentally touching it.

Only when she cleared the final wall and made it out of the little caldera did Alyssa finally stop. She panted, gasping for breath. Sweat rolled down her face from the run, from the heat, and from that horrid place. But even with sweat stinging her eyes, she never blinked. She stared at the ember.

What the hell do I do with it now?

            

    
        028.006 Peaceful Days - Ember

    
    
    
    
                “Ah, I should have listened to them. I should have listened. Why don’t I listen to people who know better than me?” Alyssa ground her knuckles into the sides of her head as she stared at the burning ember hovering in the air.

They were well away from the bedehouse. Tzheitza was right. She shouldn’t have ever gone near there. Not only had she not gotten anything useful out of the trip, but she got something unwanted. Something potentially dangerous. The marble of a glowing coal was demonic in origin. That was literally all she knew about it. The thing was probably not anything good to have around. A part of her wanted to just dig a deep hole and forget about it. Permanently.

That just gave her a bad feeling. What if it was some demonic seed, meant to be planted? She would be playing right into the demon’s hands.

Tenebrael had been right too. Except not even completely right. Tenebrael had said that her elder brother would offer up exactly what Alyssa wanted on a silver platter, but the consequences of knowing or accepting that platter would be dire indeed. At this point, Alyssa felt like she had all the consequences but none of the platter. She didn’t even have a wooden plate with some leftover slop on top.

The analogy was getting ridiculous, but that didn’t make it untrue.

“Should I just blast it off to the moon? It probably wouldn’t hurt anyone way up there, right?” Unless the demon was expecting that to happen. What if planting it carved a giant pentagram up there? Since knowing about the plague and losing faith in Tenebrael helped the plague along, a giant pentagram would probably cause a million outbreak incidents even if it literally did nothing magical at all. “Maybe I should blast it into the sun.”

Except that might be even worse for all the same reasons.

“I bet Irulon would like to examine it.”

“That’s scary in its own right. What if she does something? Ugh…” Irulon would probably be careful with it. She was being careful with her sister, or so it seemed. Alyssa hadn’t actually seen Octavia since the night she got captured. Octavia was being held in a pit in the ground. Not the pit, just a man-made hole with some heavy security measures around it. The building had been constructed on short notice, but Irulon and the Pharaoh had spared no expense.

They hadn’t said in so many words, but Alyssa had a feeling that they were holding out for Tzheitza’s potion. A cure that would do more than just kill. Or the Pharaoh was, at least. From the few interactions Alyssa had witnessed between Irulon and Octavia, they didn’t seem to care for each other much.

“I wonder if one of Tzheitza’s potions would destroy it.”

Kasita had her back flat on the grass. They were just a bit south of Lyria, not quite out of a small wooded area. She looked fairly relaxed for having encountered a demon inside a nightmare brought to reality. Then again, she was probably still in the throes of post-stress relief.

While Alyssa no longer needed to cling to the angelic staff, her stress was far from gone.

Leaning to one side to look up at Alyssa, Kasita frowned. “Didn’t you want to avoid mentioning your visit to the bedehouse?”

“Yes. Absolutely yes. But I might have to. I thought I might be able to take it down to Tenebrael’s temple in Teneville and just chuck it inside, but… First of all, I think that building is just a facade. Secondly, even if I had Izsha at this exact moment, carrying it wouldn’t be easy.”

“Maybe don’t mention the bedehouse. Just say you found it. She knows you talk to invisible monsters all the time. Well, not in the last month, but the point still stands.”

“I don’t want to lie to her…”

“Aren’t you already doing that by not telling her that you went to the bedehouse in the first place?”

“That’s… a lie of omission. Which is…” Alyssa leaned back against a tree, sighing. “Which is just as bad, really.”

“Exactly! So just don’t tell her and get her to get rid of it.” Kasita flopped back against the grass, staring straight up. “Please. I don’t like it.”

“Me neither.”

“It really is… grating on my senses.”

Alyssa looked down at Kasita, taking her eyes off the ember for perhaps the first time since the demon had pulled it from her pockets. What she saw lying on the ground was perhaps the opposite of serene or relaxed. Kasita looked almost like she was in pain. Her teeth were clenched in an irritated grimace. “Sorry,” Alyssa said, biting her lip. “You’re not feeling… strange at all, are you?”

“Ufu~ Worried about me?”

“Yes,” Alyssa answered without hesitation. “I am. You might have strong-armed your way into being my sister, but I do care for you like one.”

A silence hung in the air. Not an uncomfortable silence. It wasn’t even a long one. Kasita ended it with a smile, shrugging her shoulders against the grass. “Don’t worry too much. I’m fine. It’s just that staff and that ember in the same place are… You know when you get a headache?”

“Yeah?”

“Well, I don’t know that feeling, but I imagine this is something similar.”

“I won’t worry too much about a headache. As long as you’re not feeling anything… demonic.”

“Doesn’t seem to be the case. Things around you are weird—in a good way, honest—so I won’t dismiss anything outright. But you have heard from both Irulon and Tzheitza that there has never been a known case of the plague in monsters. So I think I’m pretty safe.”

“If you do meet a demon ever, don’t take off its mask. Don’t shake its hand. In fact, you should probably just run away without saying a word.”

“Advice noted.”

“Good,” Alyssa said, taking her eyes off Kasita to stare at the ember some more. “Now more than ever, I wish Tenebrael were around,” she mumbled to herself. “Why oh why did I think it would be a good idea to go inside that place?”

Kasita propped herself up on her elbows, offering the ember a glare of her own. “Why not just send it to her?”

Alyssa blinked twice. She had heard the words, but parsing them was… troublesome. “Send the ember? To who?”

“Tenebrael.”

“Uhh… You are aware that the whole reason we went there was to try to contact Tenebrael, aren’t you? If I could just hand it over to her, going to the bedehouse wouldn’t have been necessary at all.”

“Not hand it to her. Send it to her.”

Alyssa… just shook her head. “You’ve lost me somewhere.”

Kasita shuffled up to seat herself properly on the grass, straightening her back as she looked up at Alyssa. “Weren’t you saying that your phone could send things to people? Send it to Tenebrael. Let her deal with it. Maybe it will get her attention enough to come and stop by.”

Another brief silence passed between them. This time, Alyssa was the one to break it. With laughter. It started out as just a small chuckle, thinking of the absurdity of it. Through the laughter, Alyssa felt better. Like a weight had been lifted off her back.

“Hmph. Well, if you don’t want my help,” Kasita said, flopping back against the ground. “I try and I try, but do I get any respect?”

“I’m sorry,” Alyssa said through her dying chuckles. “It’s just… that’s not how the phone works. I can’t send actual objects through it.”

“Then why did you say you could?”

“I meant pictures. It sends pictures. And videos too, I guess, but… but…”

“Alyssa?”

Alyssa held up a finger. “Wait. I can send pictures. You… might be a genius.”

“Finally, my respect.”

Calling her phone to her hand, Alyssa turned back to the levitating ember. A single tap of her thumb had her in camera mode. After centering the ember on the camera, a second tap took the picture. She almost tapped for the messaging app, but stopped.

The camera had not been in video mode. She was positive of that. Yet the ember’s red glow still shifted and weaved around like someone was gently blowing on it to stoke it into a flame. In fact, comparing them side-by-side, the image on her camera was a perfect reflection of reality. Everything else about the image was otherwise still. The grass in the background wasn’t swaying with the gentle breeze. The leaves weren’t rustling.

It was just that ember.

If the goddamn devil breaks my phone, I swear I am going to murder him, Alyssa thought with a grumble as she attached it to a message to Tenebrael. She half expected it to fizzle out the same way calls did, but it didn’t. As far as she could tell, the message had gone through. She waited for a moment, but the message never went on read. Still, it was a step. Maybe that would get the angel’s attention. Of course, unless she popped up this very instant, it wouldn’t solve her immediate problems.

Still, she was pleased. It felt like progress.

Now hopefully I don’t drop the silver platter, slip on it, and break my neck.

Just in case, Alyssa quickly deleted the picture. Maybe it was paranoia, but she really didn’t want to break her phone. Or get demonic corruption inside it. Not while she and Tenebrael weren’t talking on the regular.

“Done?” Kasita asked, sitting up again.

“Yeah,” Alyssa said as she slipped the phone back into her pocket. “Yeah,” she said again after a minute. A part of her was still holding out hope that Tenebrael would pop up at any second. But… that might be fool’s hope.

“What now?”

“I… I don’t know.” Admitting that felt like being shot in the chest. Though Alyssa had never actually been shot in the chest, so perhaps it was more like her insides being torn out with a sharp blade.

“You don’t know? You always have some idea. Some goal you’re driving for.”

“Those ideas don’t just pop into my head whenever I will them to! I have to think sometimes. And…” Alyssa glared at the ember. “My ideas haven’t really been the best as of late.”

“Have they ever?”

Alyssa turned her glare to the suddenly innocent-looking sister. “I rescued you, didn’t I?”

“Okay. So that’s… what, one out of a hundred?”

Crossing her arms, Alyssa started drumming her fingers over her bicep. “Alright then, genius. What’s your great idea?”

“Like I said. Take it to Tzheitza. Tell her you found it lying around. Get her to dump one of her potions on it. Then… that’s it! Plan complete.”

It was the same idea that they had discussed just before taking a picture of the ember. Alyssa was reluctant. Not only was she sure to reveal her previous whereabouts to Tzheitza, but she ran the risk of infecting the woman. Or whatever the ember was intended to do should someone touch it. Doing so, even accidentally, would be a pretty terrible way of paying back someone who had helped her so much.

There really weren’t many other options, however. Tzheitza’s potion, Tenebrael’s feathers, and the staff were the only things Alyssa could think of that might be able to affect and destroy a demonic artifact. She knew, just knew, that if she could get the staff to work for her like it had for Adrael, she would be able to destroy it without issue. But she couldn’t use it. Aside from smacking things with it.

The last and only time she had tried that, it had only sent the ember flying. Alyssa wasn’t much interested in losing the ember in the middle of the forest.

After waiting for another minute with no sign of Tenebrael dropping everything to show up, Alyssa nodded. “Alright. We’ll try your plan. When it fails spectacularly and ushers in a demonic apocalypse, I’ll be sure to rub it in before we die horribly.”

With a static-like flicker over her body, Kasita was instantly on her feet. “Ufu~ I expect nothing less.” She coughed twice, smile sliding from her face. “This… isn’t really going to cause an apocalypse, is it?”

Alyssa just shook her head. “I certainly hope not. Come on, this thing is probably infecting the air just by being here.”

Keeping the ember close-but-not-too-close, Alyssa popped her last Empty Mirror. With that in place, they Alyssa started walking toward the city. Kasita stayed out, providing some idle chatter that mostly went in one ear and out the other. Alyssa was fairly certain that Kasita was actually just as nervous as she was. The banter was just to help distract and keep both their minds off the uncomfortable subjects.

Alyssa appreciated the gesture, even if it only partially worked.

When they got within sight of the city wall, Kasita hid herself within Alyssa’s… wherever she usually hid herself. No rocks popped into either of her pants pockets, so she was somewhere else. Probably hiding behind Alyssa, maybe inside her staff’s leather holster. Doing that would put the most distance possible between her and the ember. Though it did mean she was awfully close to the staff. At least the staff wasn’t malevolent.

Thanks to it being near the end of the work day, fieldworkers and farmers were heading into the city in large groups. The gate guards checked every single one of them, still paranoid about the possibility of more infiltrations, though, in the past month, their searches had grown lax.

None of that actually mattered for Alyssa. She was invisible. Fractal invisibility wouldn’t be revealed by any simple spell, but she doubted they were using any spells. All that did matter about the farmers was that their presence meant that the guards didn’t close the gate between groups.

Alyssa might have to go talk to Oxart about just how easy it was to slip inside the city without really trying. The captain wasn’t technically a member of the city guard anymore and didn’t have anything to do with the gates, but she could pass on a message to Decorous. Oxart might not like Alyssa much, but Alyssa liked the woman a whole lot more than she liked Decorous.

Making a note to bring it up the next time she had potion deliveries to the Central Garrison, Alyssa made her way through the city. She kept to as many back streets and alleys as she could in order to avoid even the remote possibility of accidentally bumping into someone in the more crowded areas.

The sun was just about ready to dip beneath those rings in the sky as Alyssa made it to Tzheitza’s potion shop. She was pleased to find the main area completely devoid of customers. That would have made this whole thing much harder than it needed to be.

“Hey Tzheitza, I’m home,” Alyssa called out as she dropped her Empty Mirror. “Tzhei? I uh… could use some help, I think.”

Alyssa didn’t have to wait long before the door to the back room opened from within.

Tzheitza took one look at the ember floating in the air before promptly shaking her head. “Am I gonna regret asking what yeh got there?”

“Probably.”

Grumbling something unintelligible under her breath, Tzheitza approached.

“Wait. Don’t… get too close. It’s uh, dangerous. Probably.”

“Yer not making me feel any better.”

“Sorry. I, uh, just—”

Kasita interrupted, speaking with far more clarity. “We found it on our way back from the Observatorium. Right outside a sealed plague house.” That got Tzheitza to tense, but Kasita wasn’t done. “At first, we thought it was just a coal dropped from… something and Alyssa was going to snuff it out. But its proximity to the plague house made us nervous. We watched it for a bit and the ember’s glow never lessened.”

“Right.” Thank you, Kasita. “So we figured bringing it to you would be the best option. If nothing else, maybe one of your potions could destroy it.”

A heartbeat of silence passed before Tzheitza just shook her head. “Yeh should have Messaged the containment unit.”

“But that’s just the thing,” Kasita said. “The plague house didn’t look like it had broken containment. All the walls were in place and the doors and windows were properly sealed off.”

Tzheitza gave the mimic a look. One of those ‘you should know better than this’ type of looks. “Put it in a number two flask and bring it back here. I’ll get some equipment ready.” With one last look of mild disappointment to both girls, she returned to the back room. “And use up one of yer Messages to contact Trik.”

“See? I told you she wouldn’t be upset.”

“I think that was her upset,” Alyssa grumbled as she moved up to the counter to carry out Tzheitza’s instructions. A number two flask was conical in shape with a long narrow neck. Almost like the stereotypical mad scientist’s beaker except a much wider cone, a rounder bottom, and a slimmer neck. Even with the narrow neck, the glowing marble fit inside. Alyssa took great care in letting the ember down slowly, not wanting to accidentally crack the glass in haste.

With the ember gently resting on the bottom of the jar, she let the levitation spell drop. Only after watching it carefully for a full minute and finding no disastrous consequences of letting it drop did Alyssa relax. It wasn’t melting the glass. No fumes were coming out the top. She couldn’t even feel any heat while holding her hand over the mouth of the flask.

She almost grabbed the flask with her bare hand before deciding that she might as well keep being safe about it. With another Levitation card vanishing from her deck, the jar slowly listed to one side then the other before steadying in front of Alyssa.

“Let’s just hope Tzheitza’s potions work.”

            

    
        028.007 Peaceful Days - Connection Established

    
    
    
    
                “You need to get some sleep. You’ve been awake for two days straight.”

“Can’t.” Multi-word responses were hard. They took too much effort. Alyssa had no such effort to spare. She had to focus all her concentration on the vial. Tzheitza’s most caustic counter-plague potion had almost no effect. At first, Alyssa had thought that it had done literally nothing at all.

Until Irulon stopped by. She had measured the ember and found that it was shrinking. Just slowly. So slowly.

“It hasn’t done anything for the last three days. Closing your eyes for a few hours isn’t going to change that. I’ll still be around to watch it. Tzheitza has been in and out. Even Fela is here,” Kasita said, patting the hellhound between her perky ears. “We’ll wake you up if something happens.”

Alyssa took in a deep breath, trying to gather strength for a longer response. “But you can’t see some things. Like demons and angels.”

“I can if I am paying attention. And I promise I will pay attention. I… Do I need to get mom down here?”

Narrowing her eyes, Alyssa just groaned. Her attempt at a glare fell through before it even started. Her eyelids were just so heavy. But the ember had shrunk by half. Two days more. That was it. It would be gone in two more days.

Unless, with a shrinking surface area, the speed at which it shrank also… shrank. But there was less volume to get rid of as well. So, it would shrink at the same speed. Right? Ugh. She needed math lessons. Not even Tenebrael’s math lessons, just any kind of math lesson at all. Or maybe she needed Irulon to come back and measure it again, to analyze and reestimate how soon it would be completely gone.

“Ah,” Fela made a little noise, somewhat nasally because she was holding her breath. Apparently, the ember reeked to her sensitive nose. “Her eyes are closed.”

Alyssa jerked awake with a bucket of cold adrenaline dumped over her head, finding herself inches away from those burning flames coming out of Fela’s eyes.

Tzheitza had contacted the plague containment team to warn them about the possibility of unknown artifacts appearing near plague sites. It made Alyssa hate herself for lying, but at the same time, she didn’t feel too bad about making them double check everything. They couldn’t be too careful. One of the members was standing off a bit away while Fela sat next to Alyssa.

And poor Fela. Kasita just smacked the back of her head. It really didn’t do much, but it did tussle some of Fela’s hair.

“Don’t say things like that,” Kasita said with clear admonishment in her tone.

“I’m fine,” Alyssa said. “Just two more days… Two… More… Days…”

Alyssa tried to stare at the flask on the counter. But she couldn’t quite see it. There were spots in her vision, fading in and out. Too many spots to clearly see. And the spots were growing.

The chair underneath Alyssa slipped out from under her. Or that was what it felt like. But Alyssa didn’t fall. Her worries, her fear, her anger. It all fell. But Alyssa did not. She was… floating. Adrift.

It had been a long time since she last felt like this. More than a month. It was that same floaty sensation that came when Tenebrael had tried drawing out her soul. The same one that she had fallen into when she had seen her bedroom torn to pieces. And now, she was having it again.

Because I haven’t slept? Alyssa had gone through sleep deprivation before. Maybe not quite as long as she had this time, but just about.

It was quite irritating. From previous experiences adrift, irritation was a good feeling to have, so she didn’t bother trying to fight it. In fact, she embraced the irritation. Her primary annoyance this time came from the mere fact that she had fallen adrift once again. It had never happened before Tenebrael drew out her soul just before they rescued Jason. Now it had happened twice since then. Neither time had involved Tenebrael. Was this just going to happen whenever something came up that shocked her? Or drained her, as the case was this time?

Still, it could be that this was more fortuitous than she had first thought. Tenebrael was somewhere out there. Physical distance, she gathered, didn’t actually matter much. If it did, she would never be able to connect to the Throne. That meant that she should be able to connect to Tenebrael.

It shouldn’t be her focus. That ember was still out there, smaller though it was. But, this place did strange things to her emotions. All her worry and fear was… just muted. Able to think rationally about it, Kasita had been right. Two days had passed without incident. She could have fallen asleep at any point during that time and nothing would have happened. Nothing would happen now either. She had friends. Allies that she could rely on. People who were not stupid enough to try to touch the ember.

Feeling like she had at least some time—and hoping that her time while adrift would give her body some much needed rest—Alyssa focused on Tenebrael. On connecting to Tenebrael.

Alyssa had never done so on her own. Only the one time when Tenebrael had been guiding her. She had never gotten a second lesson with Tenebrael which would have presumably included a little instruction manual on how to find an angel without being beckoned.

Last time, she managed to return to her own body by imagining physical interaction with it. Either in terms of punching Tenebrael or pricking her arm. Mostly confident that she could do so again, Alyssa decided to use this experience as an educational situation. A chance to test some things out in the hopes of grabbing onto Tenebrael.

Imagining grabbing onto Tenebrael elicited a response. A brief sensation that Alyssa now knew was her body. But she didn’t want that feeling right now. Holding onto that feeling would pull her back to her body. An important thing to remember, but for now, she wanted the opposite end of the spectrum. Or, at least, the opposite end of her arm.

Instead of imagining herself grabbing onto Tenebrael, Alyssa tried to cut herself out of the picture. She focused on the dark angel. Pale grey skin, luminous white eyes, black hair, black dress, and four black wings. Alyssa pictured her face as clearly as she could remember it. The white eyes, of course, but also the dark eyeliner, the tattoos that framed half of her face, the black coat of lipstick just beneath her small nose.

And just imagining her clearly wasn’t working. Alyssa couldn’t feel anything so far. But maybe she was imagining the wrong thing. To get back to her body, Alyssa hadn’t pictured what she looked like. She didn’t imagine brown eyes or the tribal sleeve that ran up her right arm.

She had imagined action. The act of grabbing Tenebrael. Of pricking needles into her arm. Of punching Tenebrael—something, she realized, that she had forgotten to do.

So with Tenebrael’s form clearly in her mind, Alyssa pictured the angel acting. Reaching out, stretching out her hand as if to offer it to some unimagined character.

That… did something. A warmth washed over Alyssa. That same sensation that came with holding the staff, tearing apart angelic spells, or just touching an angel. It was like coming inside after a cold winter day, curling up with a blanket in front of the fireplace while drinking some hot chocolate. With marshmallows. But there was a problem. The warmth, while a definite feeling that Alyssa was holding onto, was all encompassing. It enveloped her entire being. Because of that, Alyssa couldn’t tell from where the sensation came.

Releasing her hold on the feeling, the warmth faded. Once again, Alyssa had been kicked out into the snow. She wasn’t giving up. Just trying a new approach. This time, instead of Tenebrael offering her whole hand and the arm with it, Alyssa pictured Tenebrael just pointing with a single finger.

The effect was the same as before. The warmth wrapped around her like a blanket. If it felt like someone dropping a blanket over her shoulders, she might have been able to use that to find a direction. But it wasn’t. One moment, she had been standing out in the snow with nothing but her boots and underwear. The next, sitting in front of a fire with hot chocolate.

And just thinking about it like that was making her miss chocolate.

Alyssa tried a few more times. Time was utterly impossible to perceive while adrift, so she had no idea for how long she tried, but she imagined it had been for a while. All her attempts resulted in nothing but that blanket wrapping around her.

Maybe… Just maybe, the warmth might be all that she needed.

If she kept her grip on the feeling while heading back to her body, perhaps it would work to connect herself and Tenebrael. After all, wasn’t that somewhat similar to how it had been the first time? Even though it had been Tenebrael speaking, Alyssa had thought she had been drifting toward her own body. Perhaps she actually had, just with a piece of Tenebrael along for the ride.

Thinking about it in that light, she might already have completed the first step of a connection. While holding onto the warmth, Alyssa imagined pinching her own cheek.

The sensation was immediate and, thankfully, in a specific direction. She couldn’t tell what that direction was. Like time, space was essentially nonexistent while adrift. But even without knowing where it was, she was able to move toward it. Holding onto both sensations at once, Alyssa pulled herself toward the only one she could.

But before she reached it, she paused.

There was something else… out there. It was hard to tell where, but she could feel it somewhere. A warmth.

No. A heat.

Alyssa reached out to touch it, to grab it like she had with everything else she felt. It was more instinctive than conscious, but Tenebrael had told her to hold onto the things she felt while adrift. The second she made contact, she drew her metaphorical fingers back.

Angelic warmth was a nice blanket and a small fire. This seared. It was like reaching her hand into that fire.

Alyssa pinched her arm again. As soon as she felt herself, she pulled as hard as she could, wanting to be away from that searing flame as soon as possible.

She had a feeling that she knew what it was. And it wasn’t anything good.

One more tug and Alyssa found herself lurching forward in her chair. The familiar chemical smell of the potion shop came rushing back as she sucked in a deep breath. To her side, Kasita jerked. Fela, who had apparently fallen asleep as well, snapped awake, flames around her eyes burning bright with alertness.

I’m back. Alyssa breathed out. Her fingers felt tingly, but she was alright. She had made it back. And the potion shop hadn’t burned down.

That was nice.

“How long was I out?”

“A while. Night fell. The plague containment guy swapped out for that one,” Kasita said, pointing at…

It was Captain Trik, leader of the plague containment teams. A smaller man with a cleanly shaved face. He gave Alyssa a curt nod, but stopped abruptly as his eyes met hers. He tensed for a moment before shaking his head. With only a little hesitance, he looked down to a handful of papers. He didn’t have anything to write with, so he was just reading reports, probably.

“Tzheitza went to bed after checking on the ember. And absolutely nothing terrible happened while you were sleeping. Just like I said nothing would happen.”

“Yeah, yeah, you were right.”

“Did you know your eyes are glowing.”

Alyssa suspected after Trik’s reaction, but it was nice to have confirmation. “That’s what I was hoping for.”

Kasita looked over with a frown on her face. “Were you actually sleeping or were you doing something weird?”

“I, uh… feel more rested than I did before?”

“Are you asking me or telling me?”

Alyssa started to respond, only for a long yawn to stifle any attempt at proper conversation. Kasita did not look amused.

“I’ll sleep more later.”

“Uh huh.” Kasita let her displeasure hang for a moment before she sighed, letting it drop. At least for the moment. “So do your glowing eyes get us anything special? A way to contact someone special, perhaps?”

Tenebrael had never actually gotten around to showing Alyssa how to do anything with the angelic magic that heated her body at the moment. It had been on the list, but the one other time when she had been connected, Tenebrael had just told her to get used to the feeling. Alyssa was able to take some shortcuts with human magic, such as not needing to say the spell to cast it, so perhaps something similar would apply to angelic magic.

“Not here,” Alyssa decided. She didn’t want to blow up Tzheitza’s shop. And if Tenebrael did pop up, she didn’t want Trik to be around while she was conversing, if at all possible. “And not just yet either.”

“Why not?”

Alyssa didn’t respond. She stood instead, tossing off a blanket that someone had draped over her as she approached the flask. That heat she had felt while adrift.

It had to have come from the ember.

The liquid that the ember was swimming in wasn’t perfectly clear. Not perfectly opaque either. It was a strange mix of clouds that swirled around almost of their own accord. Or that was how it had been when Alyssa had fallen asleep. Now, the clouds were still there, but they weren’t shifting and moving. It was enough to give Alyssa a queasy feeling.

Taking the long metal spoon that they had used to stir up the mixture, Alyssa dipped it into the thick potion and started fishing around. She felt the spoon smack into something, but it slipped away before she could bring it to the edge of the glass. It took a second attempt to press it up to the point where she could see it.

The ember was no longer glowing.

It was an inert lump of coal.

Alyssa clicked her tongue as she glared at the ember. “Fela, would you mind coming over here and sniffing at the ember?”

The hellhound grimaced. She had been breathing through her mouth alone ever since she had arrived. It was thanks to her that the ember was confirmed as a demonic item without a doubt. But she didn’t complain as she dragged herself to her feet and walked over to the counter. The thick pads on her feet muted the sound of her walking, but her steps seemed to be even quieter than normal. With obvious reluctance, she leaned over the flask’s open neck and took just a single quick sniff.

A pause passed before she took a second, slightly longer whiff. “It doesn’t smell as bad as before.”

“And what about me?” Alyssa asked, holding out her entire arm for the hellhound to sniff. “Do I smell any different?”

“You? But—”

“Just check. Please. For my own peace of mind.”

Curious expression on her face, she stepped just a little closer and brought her face right up to Alyssa’s offered arm. After two long sniffs, she just shrugged. “You don’t smell like that,” she said with a distasteful glance at the flask. “But you don’t quite smell normal either.”

“Is it the air? Is the ember masking my scent? Should we move outside?”

“My nose is better than that,” Fela said with an almost offended scoff. “No. Your scent right now doesn’t smell bad. Just slightly different. It’s still you.”

“Alright,” Alyssa said, letting the tension in her shoulders drop. She had been… worried. The ember’s sudden lack of a glow had almost certainly been her doing. While adrift, she had bumped into something scorching. It had to have been the ember. If it had left something on her… in her… “If you don’t mind, I’d like you to come back and check at least once a day for the next week.”

“Is something wrong?” Fela tilted her head, getting her face just a little closer to Alyssa’s face. “Are you feeling sick?”

“No. I…” Taking in fresh breath of air, Alyssa smiled. “Actually, I feel pretty good, all things considered.” Some rejuvenation effect from being connected to Tenebrael? That seemed like a good reason to be feeling fine.

She wasn’t quite sure what had happened. The ember going dark was almost certainly her fault. Perhaps, because she had managed to connect to Tenebrael, touching the ember while adrift had destroyed it. The angelic magic simply overpowered everything about the demonic marble. Either that, or that scorching feeling she had felt while adrift had just been her imagination and it had all been Tzheitza’s potion.

Alyssa doubted that explanation, however. Adrift was a strange sensation, but probably not one that would give her hallucinations.

It did make her a little worried that the demons might try again. If she hadn’t gotten their notice before, she certainly had it now. And she had challenged that demon to try harder. This marble had clearly not been a good enough attempt.

If she had touched that scorching heat while adrift without having Tenebrael’s power with her, would something bad have happened? Very probably.

She would have to be more vigilant in the future. And, she decided, she would have to keep far away from any plague areas. Coming into contact with that demon again would surely result in another attempt to… do whatever it was that the demon wanted to do.

It was actually a bit disappointing that she had interrupted the dissolution process of Tzheitza’s potion. If the demons decided to leave those embers all over the place every time they collected souls, knowing that her potion really worked would have been a valuable bit of information. It had seemed like it would have worked after two days, but without that certainty, Alyssa felt like she might have ruined something.

Trik standing from the table let Alyssa ignore her worries for the moment. He locked eyes with Alyssa, apparently having a bit of trouble looking away, but managed after a moment. He seemed surprisingly calm about her eyes suddenly glowing, but perhaps he was used to that sort of thing with having spent time around Irulon. Taking hold of the silver spoon, he pressed the ember up to the glass for a closer look.

“That’s it then?”

“Don’t ask me. I don’t know. I just found the stupid thing.”

“It isn’t glowing and Fela thinks it’s clear, so it probably is.” He ran a hand down his face, scratching at his neck as he went. “I’ll ask if Princess Irulon will spare a moment to stop by tomorrow. We’ll get her opinion on it. For now, let’s leave it in that solution.”

“Even if Irulon thinks it’s fine, we should probably leave it in the bottle. Put a cork on it and toss it into the pit. Though I am far from an expert in these things. Maybe you shouldn’t listen to me at all.”

“The idiots at the Observatorium wanted to get their hands on it, but the Pharaoh shut them down. Something about this being a new element of demons to observe. If it is truly inert, they might try again. Personally, I like your suggestion better,” he said with a smile before looking back to the flask. “I’m being paid extra to spend all night here, so that’s what I’ll do, even if it looks like it’s dead. Fela, you too. I saw you sleeping. No slacking off.”

“I’ve been here all day,” she said, punctuating her statement with a wide yawn. The sharp incisors that jutted out from the rest of her teeth were prominently displayed well within biting distance from Trik’s face, but the leader of the plague containment team didn’t flinch in the slightest.

It had been a month since he had first met Fela, but he hadn’t seemed afraid even back then. Then again, if he had to deal with things like the infected Taker even infrequently, he was probably used to things far scarier than a fluffy monster who spent most of her time asleep.

“As I said earlier, you don’t have to stick around,” he said to Alyssa.

“I… I think I’ll retire to my room. If you need me, I’ll be just in there,” she said, gesturing to her door.

“Right.” With a nod of his head, Trik turned back to his own seat.

Alyssa just about asked for Kasita to join her, only to realize that the mimic was missing from the room.

Sometimes, Alyssa thought as she shook her head, I wish Kasita would just walk around like a normal person. Would she still be Kasita if she didn’t disappear and hitch rides on people to avoid walking? Yes. The answer was definitely yes. But still…

Alyssa got to her room, sat down on her bed, and waited. Counting down the seconds in her head, she turned just as she hit zero.

Kasita’s form was still shifting into position. It only took a second for her to solidify herself properly, but when she did, she had a look of abject horror on her face. “I am so embarrassed,” she groaned, burying her face into her hands.

Alyssa just rolled her eyes. Like Kasita hasn’t seen me naked before. The very first week she had met Kasita, changing in her room had been an exercise in paranoia. Now, she didn’t even bother looking for the mimic. She had better things to do with her time… most days.

Looking up, horror and shame completely missing from her face, Kasita asked, “So, what are you going to do with your glowy eyes now?”

“I was hoping that Tenebrael would pop up. There is almost no way she hasn’t noticed. And she still hasn’t done anything about that picture I sent her. As such… I think she might actually be in trouble.”

“Okay. But what are you going to do?”

Alyssa turned slightly, closing her eyes. Last time she had connected to Tenebrael, she had been able to see souls. That was still true now. She could see Tzheitza. A lone form in the rough direction of her room. It wasn’t doing much, just gently wafting all on its own. Trik and Fela were out in the main area. Their forms were far more active. Like the teacher and children back on Earth, parts of their souls broke off and jumped to the other. Just little pieces.

Looking further than them, Alyssa could see more and more forms. Walls didn’t matter. Distance didn’t seem to matter either. Some of the forms were way up high, far higher than any others. Those had to be people inside the palace. One of those high forms was… strange. Every form… Every soul interacted with souls around it. Alyssa wasn’t sure if it represented them talking, or maybe giving literal pieces of themselves to others. It was what it was regardless of her interpretation.

However, one form was… two. They intermingled far more than any of the other forms, thrashing and fighting almost. Rather than sharing parts of themselves, as every other soul seemed to do, these two took. They stole.

Irulon. It had to be her.

Was this what Adrael and Iosefael saw when they decided how wrong she was? Because she certainly felt wrong to Alyssa. From her description of what it was like to share a mind with a dragon, it hadn’t sound like the two fought or otherwise hated each other. In fact, they seemed to compliment each other quite a bit. But their souls clearly were not fine with the situation.

Alyssa might have to talk to her about that sooner rather than later.

But before she could think further on the situation with Irulon, one of the forms… changed. Putting words to the souls was nearly impossible. But if she were to try, it would be like… this particular form had been a candle, but now, it was just the wispy smoke rising from a recently snuffed wick. Although it had a few other forms around it, all of whom were interacting with each other, it no longer shared pieces of itself or received pieces from them.

A moment later, and the form disappeared completely from Alyssa’s view.

“I think,” Alyssa said slowly, “I found a way to tell where people are dying. If I watch a few more before they die, I might be able to predict upcoming deaths. Someone is taking those souls. If it isn’t Tenebrael, I’d like to know just who is running around carrying out her job.”

And if it was Tenebrael… Alyssa owed her a fist to the nose.

            

    
        028.008 Peaceful Days - Bright Eyes

    
    
    
    
                “Your eyes are glowing.”

“I know, mom.”

“It’s been three days and they haven’t stopped glowing.”

Alyssa sighed, pulling off her sunglasses. Apparently, people found glowing eyes to be somewhat off-putting. Even though sunglasses were essentially unheard of around Lyria, especially fancy modern ones, they were far less strange than bright white eyes. A quick search on her phone revealed that sunglasses, eyewear designed to block ultraviolet light from the sun, had really only been around since the early twentieth century. People wore eyewear before then, corrective lenses and even tinted lenses for various reasons, so perhaps that was why nobody in Lyria balked too much when they saw her.

“It’s fine, mom. It’s not harmful.” Probably. “I can see just fine.” That was true. “And I can’t stop it anyway.” Not that I have actually tried. Last time, Tenebrael had been the one to cancel their connection. It had simply been a snap of her fingers. Alyssa imagined that she probably could break the connection from her end if she really wanted to, but she didn’t. If she did cancel it, she didn’t know how to easily reenter an adrift state to reconnect. Per Tenebrael’s words, it happened during extreme stress. Faking such a situation would probably be difficult.

Besides that…

She still hadn’t come across someone dying.

Alyssa had gotten relatively good at identifying people who were going to die soon. Of natural causes; she had seen two people who she was fairly certain had been murdered, and she had promptly alerted the city guard, but they didn’t have the same indications of impending death that natural causes prompted. Roughly fifteen minutes before someone’s death, their form tended to drastically slow interactions with nearby souls. They didn’t completely stop, so it became a bit difficult to differentiate between someone isolated and someone on the verge of dying, but the former was a fairly rare case at most times of the day. The dead of night was the most difficult time to tell.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t easy getting from one side of the city to the opposite side in only a few minutes. Lyria wasn’t a giant city, certainly nothing like modern metropolises, but it was large enough that a quarter of an hour was not much time. Especially because she didn’t always notice impending deaths fast enough, resulting in even less time.

There was maybe a death every two hours, on average. Over the past three days, she had seen maybe twenty natural deaths. Some had surely happened while she had been asleep. But she always seemed to be on the wrong side of the city. Or busy. On the first day, she had just about run out on Oxart to get to some poor guy, but had decided against it under the assumption that she would be stumbling across death constantly with the glowing eyes active.

What a mistake that had been.

It was to the point where Alyssa was considering burning the one Accelero spell she had successfully created to get to a death in time.

Though, for the moment, all those plans were on hold. Unfortunately. Today was mother-daughter-daughter day. When Alyssa’s mother had decided that she didn’t want to live with Tzheitza in the potion shop—not because she took objection with the owner, but simply because it was a bit too cramped—she had decided that they all should have regular get-togethers. Unless someone was dying within earshot, Alyssa wasn’t going to bother wasting her time rushing across the city only to arrive too late.

“I just wish you would stop doing things like… that, Alyssa. It’s unnatural.”

“Mom… This whole place is ‘unnatural,’” Alyssa said, putting finger quotes in the air. “Us living here is ‘unnatural.’ I have a sister that can change shape into whatever she wants whenever she wants. And we’re on our way to see literal dinosaurs. Glowing eyes is hardly worth getting out of bed over, let alone making such a fuss about.”

Although she let out a hefty sigh, Alyssa’s mother allowed the line of thought to drop.

Kasita, on the other hand, put her hands on her hips and threw a glare at Alyssa. “Are you saying that I’m unnatural? And poor Izsha too? I’ll have you know that we are perfectly natural aspects of this world. If anything, it is Earth that is unnatural,” she said with faux disgust.

Alyssa just smiled and shrugged, a bit too excited to get drawn into what was bound to be another bout of Kasita’s shenanigans. Brakkt had returned last night. Late last night, probably specifically to avoid having draken seen running around the streets. The first thing he had thought to do was to Message Alyssa. As scary as he could be when in full Black Prince mode, he was thoughtful enough to remember that she wanted to visit Teneville with the draken. Or at least with Izsha.

The palace grew large as they drew close. Unfortunately, the main entrance was securely shut. A hoard of protesters picketed around the front gate. It had been more than a full month since Fela first became publicly known and people were still out protesting the decision. Didn’t these people have jobs or something better to do? She could see a week, maybe two. Monsters wandering the city essentially all on their own was a notable and, perhaps, worrying idea. But it was just getting ridiculous at this point.

Alyssa had a feeling that the continued protests were… unnatural. Not in the same way that her mother considered glowing eyes, but in that someone was behind them, maybe even paying for a few hundred people to stand around obstructing everything they could possibly obstruct.

The nobles, most likely.

The protests were the main reason Alyssa had hardly seen Irulon in the past few weeks. It just gave her an extra reason to be annoyed with the state of this world. Or at least of this city.

It really made Alyssa wonder how Yzhemal and Lazhar would react when she showed up with draken. Would their friendly smiles be replaced with angry glares? Alyssa really didn’t want to alienate or upset them. It had been a long time since she had seen them and, compared to everyone else, she had really not interacted with them all that much, but they had been the very first people she had received help from.

Still, she wasn’t willing to walk back to Teneville. A two week journey was simply too long. She actually had responsibilities now. She supposed that a horse-drawn wagon would be faster than walking as well, but it wouldn’t hold a candle to the draken. Besides that, it would cost money that Alyssa probably didn’t have.

Thankfully, protesters did not surround the palace entirely. Alyssa was able to enter the side passage that led directly to the stables without any trouble. There were, of course, guards. The darker-uniformed palace guards stood by every gate as well as patrolled between the wall and the palace itself. Alyssa couldn’t really say that she knew any of them, but they knew her well enough. They let her pass with nods or even waves in one case.

Alyssa felt a bit bad about not knowing who she was waving back to.

It probably helped that Brakkt had likely told them that she was coming. Even she couldn’t just wander in normally. Alyssa held no doubts that at least a few of the more magically inclined guards were watching her carefully. Probably with various sight and sensory spells active.

When Alyssa arrived at the stables, she found them empty. Not completely empty. All the draken seemed to be present. But there was no Brakkt. No Irulon or Tess either.

Still, she didn’t stop. Brakkt had asked that she meet him in the stables, so he must simply be running late. With a small bit of amusement, Alyssa watched her mother freeze up as they stepped into the stables proper. It was her first time seeing draken. She knew monsters existed. Kasita, elves, and a few other slaves around the city proved that. But draken really were in their own league, being far more monstrous relative to what someone from Earth would expect.

Alyssa continued on for about three steps before she slowed herself, realizing just how many eyes were staring at her. Some small traitorous whisper in the back of her mind asked just how long it had been since their last meal.

Shaking her head, Alyssa straightened her back. The draken could smell fear. That was what she had been told, anyway. And she wasn’t afraid. She had come a long way. With her deck of spells, she was confident in her abilities. Even if all of the draken attacked at once, scythes would tear through them like butter. They wouldn’t attack anyway. They were smart. They knew that she was Brakkt’s companion.

And there was Izsha, sitting just a bit away from Musca. Alyssa headed straight for the familiar draken with Kasita at her side and her mother, slowly regaining her wits, following with wary trepidation.

“Hey Izsha. I brought you something I think you’ll enjoy.” Reaching into her satchel, Alyssa pulled out a fist-sized hunk of mutton. Fresh from the butcher. It was wrapped in a small sheet of waxy paper, but that was far from an airtight seal. Which probably explained why every draken in the room was staring at her. Izsha sat up straight, tongue lolling out between its sharp teeth.

Unwrapping it, Alyssa gave it a light toss. She didn’t think that Izsha would take off her hand, but throwing it seemed like the safer option no matter what.

Izsha caught it without a problem and promptly started munching on it. Draken teeth weren’t really meant for chewing. Not like human molars were. They were razor sharp, designed to rip and tear at living flesh. Alyssa had always wondered about animals like that. She had had her own cat when she was younger and the little fluffball always liked a small piece of cheese whenever she made a sandwich. But could animals like cats or draken actually taste and enjoy food in the same way that humans did?

Alyssa couldn’t say, but she could believe it with the way Izsha was trying to keep that masticated mush in its mouth instead of simply swallowing it.

It was… a bit disgusting to watch, actually.

“One for you too,” Alyssa said, pulling another chunk out for Musca. The narrowed eyes on the orange and black draken widened right away. While Alyssa might be willing to feed Izsha from her hand, the same wasn’t true for the far more… aggressive draken. Musca was scrambling to its feet. Not wanting it to come closer, Alyssa quickly tossed the mutton.

Musca caught it, chomped once, and promptly swallowed it mostly whole. Then it had the audacity to look to Alyssa like she had brought more.

Alyssa wanted to treat a friend and butter up Musca, but fresh meat was really expensive. “Sorry,” she said, folding up the wax paper. “That’s all I had.”

A loud thump from the side made Alyssa look back to the rest of the room. One of the draken had flopped over, pressing its head completely into the ground. Most of the other draken were clearly unhappy as well. It looked like a room of kindergartners that had just been told Christmas was canceled.

“Sorry,” Alyssa said a little softer. There was no way she could afford to feed a dozen giant monsters no matter how much she wanted to. But surely Brakkt kept them well fed.

“Alyssa… what—”

“Oh. Right.” Alyssa gestured from the dark-scaled draken to the one with tiger stripes. “This is Izsha and Musca. I told you about them. And this is my mom,” she said, waving her hand back to her mother.

Izsha, finally having swallowed that hunk of meat, got to its feet and approached, doing practically the same thing that it had done when first meeting Alyssa. It stuck its nose right into her face and sniffed.

“Try not to scare her too bad,” Alyssa whispered. “It’s her first time meeting draken.”

For her part, Alyssa’s mother wasn’t reacting all that much. Or perhaps it wasn’t that she had no reaction, but that her sudden stillness was how she was dealing with having razor sharp teeth right in her face. Feeling a bit bad, Alyssa put her hands on the smoother side scales of Izsha’s neck and started gently pulling the draken away.

“Is there a problem?”

Alyssa jumped, heart leaping from her throat. Brakkt’s voice came from directly behind her. She hadn’t heard a single step from him and yet, there he was. He wasn’t wearing his heavy armor, so that was a small bit of mitigating circumstances that could excuse her sudden deafness. His current outfit was more of a uniform, somewhat similar to the coats guard captains wore. The black cloth fit handsomely and gave his shoulders a nice squared look.

As always, his sword was attached to his hip.

“No problem,” Alyssa said, finally finding her smile. “Just introducing my mom to Izsha. You’ve met her, right?”

“Once or twice,” he said before nodding a greeting. “Lisa.”

“Brakkt.”

“Work at the guild treating you well?”

“Can’t complain,” she lied.

Every single time Alyssa saw her, she had complaints about something. Usually magic and the fact that it existed at all. Perhaps she wasn’t lying that much if she was only talking about her actual job training people. But even that, she complained about on occasion. Apparently, people in this world were severely lacking in squad tactics and teamwork.

Ignorant of Alyssa’s internal rant, Brakkt just nodded again. “After observing your session with some of the guild rookies, I was considering asking you here to train some of the palace guard. Especially in that weaponless style you used.”

“Krav Maga?”

“If that is what you call it.”

“It’s a blend of boxing, karate, and about ten other martial arts, developed for military use by the Israelis.”

“None of those words mean anything to me.”

“Right.” Sighing, she nodded at herself as if she should have known better than to say anything. “Of course they don’t. But I wouldn’t mind as long as I’m being paid.”

“There should be time to discuss such things while on our journey. We’ll have to figure out a schedule that doesn’t interfere with your work at the guild.”

“Mhm…” Alyssa’s mother glanced around, looking back to the draken. “We’re really going to be taking these…”

Don’t call them things. Don’t call them things.

“Monsters?”

“Of course. I imagine they’ll be happy to take us. Won’t you?” he said, turning his violet eyes around the room.

While the one that had flopped over after not getting any mutton didn’t move, most of the others bobbed their heads up and down.

“See?”

“From what my daughter tells me, they are as intelligent as you or me. And I am not sure that I would be all that pleased carrying one of them around on my back all day.”

Brakkt chuckled for a moment, perhaps imagining a human carrying around the much larger and heavier draken. “It is true,” he said, pulling a hand brush from his jacket pocket as he walked over to one of the draken. One with emerald scales that might have glistened in the light had they not been so covered in dirt. It looked like the draken had been rolling around recently with how thick a layer was covering its hide. “They are not beasts of burden. But that doesn’t mean that they are incapable. I took great pains to have an elvish engineer design their saddles to properly distribute weight around their bodies to keep them from feeling unnecessary stress. Best of all, it gets them exercise,” he said with a glance to Alyssa. Poking the green one in the belly area earned him a mild nip, though it was clear that the draken wasn’t actually trying to bite him. “Some of them sorely need it.”

“Wouldn’t they be happier living outside the palace? They had a home outside here originally, did they not?”

“Going home is not much of an option, unfortunately. Finding a new home might be possible, but…” he paused and waved a hand around the room. “You can imagine that they eat quite a bit, collectively. Meat. Out in the wild, they would have to find a place with a population capable of supporting them. Our farms can do that here, but it would be tough in the wild. Normally, draken spread out to avoid that problem. But this family doesn’t want to split up.”

“And you can’t teach them to farm?”

“It isn’t quite so simple. They are definitely smart enough, and don’t let anyone tell you that you aren’t,” he almost cooed to the gathered monsters. “But sheep will instinctively flee from a draken, making raising and cultivating a flock far more difficult for them than us, despite us being just as predatory. More importantly.” Brakkt paused his brushing and raised his hand into the air. He didn’t wave around or gesture at anything, he just looked at it. “Sometimes, I think it is our hands, not our minds, that allow us to build cities and wonders. Elves are the same way, possessing a very similar physiology. Dragons, for instance, are far, far more intelligent than humans, but they don’t have cities and communities. Of course, a city of dragons would probably be impossible. A single one would dwarf the palace. With the amount they have to eat, two of them in one area would rapidly destroy all sources of food.”

Alyssa gaped. She couldn’t help it. The palace was huge. Not skyscraper huge, but pretty close. She knew dragons were big, smart, and capable of powerful magic. But that big? How did even a single one not deplete the food supply in an entire region all on its own, let alone two? Their stomach had to be the size of the Observatorium.

It was probably through hibernation and other long periods of inactivity. Perhaps they had evolved some super slow metabolism to keep going as long as possible on as few feedings as possible, maybe combined with some energy battery type of things so that, when threatened, they could act. Magic probably played a part as well.

In fact, she could probably ignore everything she had just thought and attribute everything to magic.

And Irulon had the soul of one living inside her head.

Glancing around, Alyssa frowned. There were only three humans in the room at the moment. “Wasn’t Irulon going to join us?”

“She was asleep,” he said as if that explained everything. Which, really, it did. “Tess is attempting to wake her. In the meantime, let’s get all of them ready to go.”

“A-All of them?” Alyssa stared around as a dozen draken started to get to their feet. Despite absolutely knowing that they weren’t going to attack her, it was still a little intimidating watching the muscles push and pull under their scaled hides.

“I decided you were right,” Brakkt said, smiling at her. “I keep taking the same few out, but these other poor guys stay cooped up inside.” He poked the green one again, earning another nip. “So tonight, we all are going to get some exercise.”

“Ah… huh.” When she had suggested to Brakkt that they need exercise, she had imagined mostly Izsha. Which probably made her just as bad as him. Even if she took out more than Izsha, she had figured they would only go one at a time.

A dozen monsters charging down to Teneville?

Yzhemal is going to kill me.

            

    
        028.009 Peaceful Days - Peaceful Journey

    
    
    
    
                Leaving Lyria was an irritating affair. They had to wait until after nightfall, long after the crowd of angry protesters had dispersed for the evening. There were still some people, but the majority seemed to head in for the evenings. Still, a dozen draken rushing through the streets was hardly a subtle affair. If the whole city wasn’t talking about the draken exodus by midday, Alyssa would eat her sunglasses.

If it was only leaving at night, Alyssa wouldn’t have minded so much. But it wasn’t. Since south of Lyria wasn’t a desert, there was no need to travel during the cool nights. As such, Brakkt wanted everyone to sleep at proper times. Apparently a tactic to make waking Irulon slightly less painful. They basically left the city, found a nice campsite down in the forest area south of Lyria, and that had been it for their first night.

Alyssa was just glad that she wasn’t in charge of rousing Irulon. Glancing over her shoulder, she smirked.

Tess joined them on their journey. She was the only one, besides Kasita, to not be riding her own draken. With her eyes squeezed as tight as possible, she squeezed her arms tight enough around Irulon’s middle that Alyssa had to wonder if either of them could breathe. Irulon looked distinctly uncomfortable as she tried to read a thinner tome that she had brought.

Over Alyssa’s other shoulder, another of their party looked somewhat unhappy with the situation as well.

Riding on the emerald green draken—named Pesca—Alyssa’s mother acted… rather like Alyssa had acted her first time on a draken. Her muscles tensed constantly and she didn’t quite know where to hold on even though Alyssa had told her that the smooth scales on the sides of the neck were easily the best spots.

Well, at least she hadn’t fallen off… yet. And, the few times they had done so, she seemed to have a better handle on dismounting than Alyssa had had at first.

A wave of motion in the corner of her eye made Alyssa turn to the draken furthest back.

Fela lost her balance. Swinging her arms like a harpy in an attempt to stay on failed miserably. She hit the ground hard, tumbling end over end through the dirt.

No one stopped for her. Not the orange and black spotted draken that she had been riding. Not even Alyssa. The first time had been a bit of a surprise, but now, Alyssa could only shake her head.

Without even coming to a stop from her tumble, Fela managed to find her feet and start running. Her sprint was fast. Not as fast as a draken at full speed, but their group wasn’t running as fast as possible. Just a brisk gait that was about on par with a horse at a medium-high speed. And Fela caught up to that speed in seconds. Once close enough, she pounced, landing on the saddle on all fours.

But she didn’t sit down like everyone else. No. She stood up. One foot planted at the fore of the saddle and one at the aft, she looked like she was riding a skateboard.

Brakkt had been a bit concerned about her riding style at first, but the orange and black spotted draken—named Dasca, apparently—had shrugged off his concerns. It probably helped that Dasca was one of the larger draken around. The only larger one was Brakkt’s blue-grey with a bronze belly. Ensou. All the draken were large. Larger than horses. But Ensou towered over all the draken when it stood upright.

They led the group, riding a short distance ahead of everyone else. Their… caravan, if it could be called that, was not sticking to the worn path that Alyssa had taken on her way up to Lyria. Brakkt wanted to spare travelers from having heart attacks, it seemed. Alyssa didn’t mind too much. The path had really not been all that interesting, even for it being a fresh new world at the time. For most of her trip up, she had been too worn out to interact with anyone. Even at the outposts and villages, she had basically asked for a place to stay, paid a small amount of money, and promptly passed out. Maybe after a meal of tasteless gruel.

If every night was like their first night, Alyssa would have no complaints. With only half the draken carrying people, the rest helped carry supplies. Supplies like a large tent rather like the one Oz had brought on their journey north. And, of course, food. Even some fresh food that Tess was in charge of cooking. Irulon had brought several bottles of Tyrian wine. Though she drank alone. The maple flavor was just too much for everyone else. Alyssa likened it to drinking a bottle of syrup.

It was… a vacation. For Fela, it was a literal vacation. She had been working hard over the last month and wanted a break. The Pharaoh apparently agreed with her. Or perhaps he just wanted her out of the city for a time to see if things cooled down. That actually seemed more likely.

Alyssa felt a bit weird about it all. Part of her screamed that she should be tense, that something was going to go wrong, that Morgan and Bercilak were going to jump out of the woodwork and attack, that Seraphim were going to show up and engage their exterminatus from orbit. But none of that had happened over the past month. Aside from scattered demon plague activity, it had been dull save for the parts where Alyssa had been foolish all on her own.

Lands south of Lyria, and especially Teneville, were supposed to be some of the safest areas in the entire continent. Teneville only had the mountainous harpies to worry about, and they tended to kidnap a single sheep every now and again. That was the extent of threats there.

So maybe treating this with a little less scrutiny and wariness would be good. Everyone needed some relaxation every now and again. Alyssa was no exception.

Besides, even if something did happen, they had a dozen draken, two Rank Six arcanists, the Black Prince—though his armor was currently stored in the bags of one of the riderless draken—a hellhound, a servant girl who was a lot stronger than she looked, a mimic, and… Lisa. Who, despite being hard to think about as anything but a mother, was a trained combatant, armed with knives and a pistol. Morgan and Bercilak would have to be suicidal to jump into all that. In fact, the only things that really could attack them and stand a chance were angels. Maybe dragons or some other rare monster, but the possibility of that happening was probably lower than Adrael popping up and throwing weapons around again.

Hopefully.

And it was what she had wanted anyway. So long as things remained peaceful. The draken were getting some much needed freedom and exercise. Izsha pounced around with another onyx-scaled draken, seemingly racing each other. Another one kept dashing off into the forest, then came back before dashing off to the other side of the group. That one brought back a rabbit which it shared with one of the others. All while running.

For how much the draken were playing, the caravan was making good time. Excellent time compared to her hike up to the city. By the time the caravan settled down for the night, Irulon estimated that they had traveled about a third of the journey. One day and one third of the journey. If they kept up the pace, the two week trip would last only three days. They could get down to Teneville, spend a few days there, and get back to Lyria all in the time it had taken Alyssa to hike just one way.

Draken really were quite amazing. They probably could have made it through the desert far faster had they not been waiting for Oz, Lumen, and Catal’s horses. Maybe even a single day from Lyria to the outpost and another day to return.

As Tess dove into the packs for meal preparation, Alyssa dragged Irulon off to the side, a bit away from everyone else. Hopefully out of earshot as well. It was up to Irulon to decide what to tell her brother or Tess. And Alyssa really didn’t want her mother hearing anyway. That would just start another ‘unnatural’ argument.

But before Alyssa could figure out exactly how she wanted to broach the subject, Irulon gave her a weary look.

“Just say it already. Or don’t. I can guess what you’re going to talk about anyway. The answer is no.”

“No?” Alyssa repeated, trying to figure out what Irulon thought she was going to say. Nothing she had to discuss really warranted a positive or negative response. “No what?”

“What?”

“Um… I was just going to mention a few things about your soul. Souls?”

“Oh?” Irulon frowned. “Oh.”

“What did you think I was going to say?”

Glancing over her shoulder, Irulon looked toward where Brakkt was… playing with one of the draken. He tossed a glowing orb into the forest. It had to be magically enchanted and not just because of the glow. The way it sailed off, weaving between trees, was far from what a normal ball could do. At a sharp vocal command, the draken took off after it, disappearing between the thick trunks. A few moments after, the draken came back with the ball between its teeth. Brakkt rubbed its snout, retrieved the glowing ball, and tossed it again.

Fetch.

He was playing fetch with dinosaurs.

Successfully.

“Nothing,” Irulon said, sitting down on a large fallen log.

“No. Not nothing,” Alyssa said, hands on her hips. “Now I’m curious. Why did you look at Brakkt? What is ‘no’ about him?”

“Just… a misunderstanding on my part,” Irulon said without looking directly at Alyssa. “You were saying? Souls? If this is about what those angels were talking about, I haven’t changed my mind.”

“I just thought you should be fully informed of what I see. Neither Iosefael nor Adrael properly explained what I’m seeing right now.”

“Alright. I’ll bite. This is all because your eyes are glowing, isn’t it? What are you seeing right now?”

Alyssa took a deep breath, glancing around before taking a seat alongside Irulon. “I can see souls. And I think I can see them in the same way that angels can, or similar enough anyway. Describing them is… hard. They don’t have shape or color. They’re just… forms that sit inside people. And monsters. They all interact with each other too. Little bits of Brakkt’s form are coming off, shared with the draken he is playing with. The same is true in reverse. The other draken around too, though their sharing of bits isn’t quite as much as the one he is directly interacting with. Tess is the same, so is my mother, Fela, Kasita. You and I are as well.

“In your case, however, it is… strange.”

“I have two souls,” Irulon said, nodding. “This sharing phenomenon is… normal I suppose?”

“Yeah. And I don’t think it is harmful either. The form I see never shrinks. Even if someone is sharing a lot more of themselves than they are receiving in turn.”

“But mine is? Or ours, perhaps I should say.”

“Not quite. You stand out instantly because of your twin souls, but it took me a while to figure out just which was yours and which belonged to the dragon. It became obvious when I started watching for interactions with outside sources. The dragon doesn’t interact with anything but your soul. And the way it interacts is violent. It rips and tears. And your soul does the same in turn.”

Irulon didn’t say anything. She tilted back, leaning so that she could stare upward at the starry sky.

Not wanting to interrupt whatever thoughts—or conversation?—Irulon was having, Alyssa simply stared as well. It was a shame that the rings around the planet weren’t more interesting. They weren’t nearly as intricate as the pictures of Saturn always made its rings appear to be. No gaps and lines drawn through them. Like the moon used to be, they were flat and uniform except for one single dark streak in the sandy color.

An idle thought crossed her mind. If she were to hold up an Annihilator and maybe wave it around a bit, would she be able to carve out designs in the rings? Some places on the planet might get more or less daylight because of the rings. The sun might even reflect off the underside, keeping the other half of the world lit for far longer than the sun actually stayed up. A sort of inverse of what happened around Lyria where the sun dipped behind the rings earlier than it would otherwise set. Punching holes into it without thought might ruin entire environments. Things were stable, at least around Lyria, so it was probably best not to muck with something that had been around since who knew how long.

“Who is winning?”

“What?” Alyssa glanced down. Irulon still wasn’t looking at her, but instead of the sky, she was just staring off into the woods.

“Me? Or the dragon? We’re tearing at each other, so who is winning?”

“Oh. I don’t know if either of you is actually shrinking in size. Maybe if we watched for longer. The angels did say—”

“Keep an eye on it, will you?”

Alyssa nodded slowly. “Of course. Sorry if that was all too abstract. It’s all hard to describe. I just wanted you to be aware of all the circumstances. Or at least the ones I can tell you about.”

“I appreciate it. And I would appreciate more information if you find anything else out. For now, I don’t think it is anything worth being concerned over.”

Blinking twice, Alyssa raised an eyebrow. If someone had told her that her soul was being torn apart, she would have been greatly concerned. Even if she didn’t really know what a soul was, it would have been something to worry over. But she did have some inkling of an idea regarding souls. She knew, at the very least, that they were intrinsically tied to who someone was. Having that torn apart?

It was enough to make her shudder.

But Irulon just shrugged as she stood. “It’s been happening for a few years now. I’m sure another few months aren’t going to kill me.”

“I hope not.”

Waving a hand, Irulon sniffed at the air. “I think Tess must be nearly finished. Let’s eat, unless you had something else to talk about?”

Alyssa glanced toward Brakkt again, still somewhat curious about why Irulon had brought him up. But she didn’t have anything in particular to say and Irulon was already walking back, so Alyssa let it drop for now.

Dinner was some kind of bird. It wasn’t turkey or chicken or even duck. She had never had pheasant or anything more exotic. It certainly wasn’t anything Alyssa was familiar with. Perhaps it was something that had gone extinct on Earth, or maybe something that had never existed at all.

It wasn’t a harpy, thankfully.

The texture was thick and juicy, a lot more like red meat, maybe like a steak, than anything bird-like that Alyssa had tried. Tess had ground a few spices into its flesh for some seasoning, but it probably would have tasted fine without it.

Still, she wouldn’t have minded some steak sauce. Just a few drops.

“So, enjoying our vacation?” Alyssa asked as she sat next to her mother, offering a wooden bowl of the bird.

“Some parts of it,” she said, glancing toward where the draken were tearing apart some poor creature that a few of them had caught. Maybe a bear. “Other parts are a little nostalgic. I haven’t sat around a campfire in years. Not since…”

Alyssa took a deep breath. “Since we all went with Clark to the caverns?”

“Yeah…”

“They’ll be fine, mom. Both Dad and Clark.”

“I know you’ve said that before, but I just don’t know what to think. Being here, in this world, is trying. I want to be happy with my daughter back,” she said, resting a hand on Alyssa’s shoulder. “But it just feels like I’ve traded them away.”

“You didn’t,” Kasita said before Alyssa even had a chance to feel guilty. “And neither did Alyssa. Neither of you had a choice in the matter. Not a real choice, anyway. Alyssa could have let you die, but that wasn’t much of an option. So just take things for what they are and enjoy your time here, with us.” A grin spread across the mimic’s face as she deepened her voice and put on a British accent. “Ufu~ Don’t think about it as if you’ve lost a son, so much as… gained a daughter.”

“Kasita. Now is not the time to be quoting—”

A laugh interrupted Alyssa. Just a small, singular chuckle. But it was a laugh from her mother nonetheless.

No one spoke in a long while. When they did, Irulon and Lisa started talking about the stars and how they might be used for guidance in this world given their differing patterns compared to Earth. Which just resulted in a long and drawn out ordeal of Alyssa showing Irulon as many images of the night sky as she could in an attempt to locate where Earth might be in relation to Nod.

Alyssa wasn’t even sure that they were in the same universe, but it was a nice distraction from more emotionally draining topics.

The following day of travel went by peacefully. Alyssa’s mother seemed to warm up to the idea of riding draken, though it was a stiff sort of warm up. The group made it all the way down to the base of the mountain path.

There was a cave not far away where Alyssa had come across her first monster. An injured harpy. Over dinner—a few fish freshly caught from the river—she relayed the story of finding it and helping it. While Alyssa would have found it interesting to meet the harpy again, she doubted that any harpy would show themselves. The draken probably wouldn’t have much compunctions against eating one if they managed to catch it. Though, maybe they wouldn’t bother. They seemed to be getting plenty of fish from the river.

In the morning, they set off through the mountain pass. It had been a three day journey by foot. The draken made it from one end to the other in a few hours. Noon had come and gone by the time they emerged into the rolling grassy hills that surrounded Teneville.

Another hour passed before the village actually came into view.

Alyssa had only spent a few days there. Maybe a week, if she remembered right. But it had been the first thing she had seen in this world. It stuck out in her mind, fresh and clear. All the little buildings made of cobblestone and wood were still there. She could pick out Yzhemal’s inn and the leatherworker’s shop. The brewery had smoke billowing from its chimney.

But there was something wrong. That much was obvious with only a glance.

When Alyssa had first left her house and spotted the village in the distance, Tenebrael’s temple had cast the entire town in its shadow. It towered above everything else, though it didn’t reach even half the height of the palace. Still, it was a large Gothic cathedral seemingly carved from obsidian. It stuck out like a sore thumb.

Where it had once stood, Alyssa only saw a rubble-filled lot.

            

    
        029.001 Interlude - Guillem

    
    
    
    
                “You see? That is why the flywheel is important. It stores energy for use between the piston pumping. If the vehicle only moved when the piston moved, it would be the jerkiest ride ever. The flywheel smooths things out. And it lets us shift the belt off the drive shaft in case we want to stop completely without shutting down the engine.”

Guillem nodded slowly, looking over the small model they had whipped up over the past few days. Well, the model she had whipped up. Jason hadn’t helped much at all. She got the feeling that he really didn’t have much going for him aside from whatever insight gave him the inspiration for a cart pulled by the expansion of water instead of by animal or person.

A flick of her finger spun the so-called flywheel on their model. The name was odd. It was a wheel, but it wasn’t flying anywhere. Since its purpose was to store rotary energy, she would have called it a rotary wheel. Maybe a storage wheel. But Jason was quite insistent on terminology. It was something she could understand as an inventor. She liked all her beauties to be called by the names she wanted as well.

So she didn’t push too hard. Perhaps, when she sent the design back home, she would even leave his name intact. Just as a small nod to the one intelligent human among the lot.

“Its purpose does not elude me,” Guillem said, pouring some water into the tank. The heat potion was already inside, so the liquid sizzled as it made contact with the hot interior. In a few moments, the flywheel started spinning on its own as little clouds of steam puffed out from an exhaust port. “We’re just losing a decent amount of the energy from the steam by diverting it to the flywheel before putting it back into the vehicle. There has to be a better way to do it.”

It was an interesting concept. When she had first heard what the funny wheel was supposed to accomplish, she had ideas to use a variation of it in her workshop. Sometimes, some years, the river level dipped low. Or perhaps the water simply slowed for whatever reason. Both made it harder to work her machines. But if she could store the energy during times of surplus for later use, it would reduce any and all downtime. She could work at all times of the year without fear that a slow river would slow her machines.

But the flywheel was clearly not designed for longterm storage. There was too much friction. The small model would keep spinning for only a few moments after the energy input was removed. A larger, more massive wheel would spin for longer, but not for the days or weeks that she wanted in her workshop. It might still have use. The waterwheel wasn’t perfectly steady, which had ruined or delayed a project or two in the past. As Jason had said, a flywheel could act as a buffer between an inconsistent energy source and the machines.

She had called him to her workshop today to learn if he had any ideas for a better version, but he wasn’t saying anything.

The flywheel wasn’t the only thing bothering her about the device he had envisioned. “This,” she said, pointing to the puffs of steam, “is all waste. Waste! I did experiments. The steam can be turned back into water.”

“Ah,” he said before she could continue. “That. I do have plans for a condenser, which can probably be made more efficient with magic, but I figured this project was complex enough as it was. A version two could incorporate it, along with some other improvements.”

Guillem raised an eyebrow, feeling her respect for the human dropping. “You don’t want the first version to be the best it can be?”

“It’s not that.” He held up his hands, waving them back and forth like he could fend off her words. “Every addition we make will increase the cost, material usage, and time spent manufacturing. So we sell a basic version one, get lots of money, and use that money to fund version two design and development.”

Falling silent for a moment, Guillem slowly nodded as she stared down at the little machine. It made sense. It irked her to create something that wasn’t the best it could be, but that made sense. This wasn’t a sword. She had made hundreds of swords. The methods and routine were well known to her. She knew exactly how much material she needed, how much time, and how much to charge. It was boring, but at least swords and armor had function and elegance to them in comparison to something droll like a brooch. Even a brooch could be used to hold a cloak together. But a brooch, pin, or other status symbol was more suited to the work of a goldsmith or a silversmith. Guillem was a blacksmith. The only reason a human would come to her for such filigree was because she was an elf. They wanted to parade her work around for its exotic origin, even if she was mostly using human techniques, equipment, and material.

Jason had come to her because she was an elf as well. However, in his case, he hadn’t come to her because he wanted something to show off. He came to her because he thought that she was the only one who could make something like what he had in mind.

He was right about that, at least so long as he was limiting his search locations to Lyria.

Though… that might not have been the only reason he had come to her. Turning away from their little beauty, she found him staring at her. Again. A full two heartbeats passed before he realized that she was facing him. He promptly jumped back, sputtering out something that resembled an apology.

Guillem thought to tease him some. Even in the middle of a discussion, he would often trail off, staring at her face or other assets, which would prompt a quick apology before he continued on with whatever they had been doing, pretending nothing had happened. It was, without a doubt, the best human courtship ritual she had ever taken part in. But she was an elf. If she were human, it would probably be among the worst. Being an elvish slave, however, typically ended up with those interested making outright demands. If she thought she could get away with it, she would smack them upside the head with a hammer. Otherwise, she had to refer them to her master.

Luckily, he was mostly under her thumb. As long as she kept the money and ale flowing, he gave her free leeway to do whatever she wished. Guillem did not want to be a slave. Since she had been captured and sold, she didn’t have much choice. And she well knew that there were far worse masters out there than Rezheim. Rezheim was getting old and wouldn’t be around forever. If she wanted to stay in human territory, she would have to find someone new.

She had been keeping her eye on Oz. The most important quality in an owner was that her master had to allow her to continue as she was. Oz would definitely ignore her for most of the time. Unfortunately, he clearly didn’t like her. Getting him to purchase her would be a trial. Jason clearly did like her, or liked her body, and would probably allow her to do as she wished—she didn’t quite know him well enough just yet—but he had no money. There were a few others that Guillem had in mind, but right now, Oz was her number one preference with Jason having quickly risen to the number five slot.

Having someone around that she could talk shop with wouldn’t be a terrible thing. If their plan for these steam engines worked, she could probably make him quite wealthy as well, removing that problem. As long as his personality didn’t have a disgusting turn underneath his innocent sputtering, he could easily jump up a notch or two on her hierarchy of potential owners.

Teasing would have to wait, however.

The door to the workshop opened wide. Guillem didn’t recognize the first person to walk in, but he definitely looked like the kind of idiot who would come to a blacksmith for a brooch to fit his ruby red suit. Not all hope was lost. The two people who entered with him were clearly members of the city guard. They weren’t wearing heavy armor, but their beige uniform and standardized swords were obvious enough.

Guillem dismissed the two guards almost instantly. They were clearly unimportant, just here as bodyguards for the center human. Or perhaps as enforcers?

They could be here for something worse. The city guard didn’t use her as their primary weapons and armor supplier. Most of her work went toward the guild and other independent entities. Every now and then, some guard captain wanted a fancy sword made by elven hands. If it wasn’t that… The lack of armor indicated a disinterest in combat, but maybe they thought that she would go wherever they wanted without a fight.

So those were the options for them being here. A broach. A fancy sword. A larger order for the city guard. A chance to show off her workshop’s defensive capabilities.

The center human opened his mouth, about to answer the question of why they had come. But, before he could, he glanced down at the little iron contraption. For a moment, he just watched the sputtering steam and spinning wheel. “What is that?” he said, pointing a narrow finger as if someone could possibly wind up confused as to what he meant.

“A child’s toy,” Guillem said before Jason could say anything foolish. “Does it interest you? Does it?”

“Of course not.” He spoke with vehemence, but it still took some obvious effort to bring his eyes back up to her face. “I have no children.”

“I see. To what do I owe the honor of your presence,” Guillem said, changing topics away from her current project. She would prefer that it stay quiet for now. The project was far too fascinating to lose to some human because they thought they could work a bit of metal better than she could. “It isn’t often we get esteemed members of the city guard in my master’s humble workshop.”

The center human scoffed, shaking his head. “And where is your master at the moment?”

Guillem felt a chill go down her spine. They couldn’t be after him, could they? Rezheim was a drunkard, but he wasn’t a troublemaker. Normally. But… If something happened to him… She wasn’t ready to have to replace her master. Forcing a smile, she shrugged as nonchalantly as possible. “Resting.” Completely drunk. “Resting this fine morning. I could fetch him if you wish, but I think he would prefer to not be disturbed. He had a late night working hard.”

“I’m sure.” Clasping his hands behind his back, the center human walked further into the room. His two guards stayed at the door while he approached the metal press. It wasn’t hooked into the water wheel at the moment, so the danger was fairly low, but Guillem walked closer anyway, ready to jump in if he did something foolish. An injury here, even if it was entirely on the part of a foolish human, would wind up with her taking all the blame.

“Jason,” she said, not taking her eyes off the guardsman. “Would you mind taking the toy into the back room?”

“Ordering around a human?” the guardsman snapped before Jason could move, turning away from the press.

“I-It’s really no proble—”

“He is, at the discretion of my master, assisting me, hoping to learn some elvish techniques. As I represent and act for my master in all matters pertaining to the workshop, he is to follow my directions or risk being sent away by my master. Besides that, it is a tripping hazard with this many people in the shop. Wouldn’t want anyone to get hurt.”

The guardsman made some noise in the back of his throat. Nothing too distinct, just an acknowledgment without being a true verbal agreement.

Jason, taking caution to not be burned on the hot parts or have his fingers mulched on the moving parts, picked up the little steam engine.

“It has come to my attention,” the guardsman said, eying Jason as he made his way to the back room, “that you have been visited by a person of interest to the city guard.”

“You’re going to have to be specific. This workshop is visited by a number of people.”

“This one goes by the name ‘Alyssa’ though she—”

Metal crashed against the ground. Jason jumped back from a plume of steam and a slowly growing pool of boiling water. “Oh… fie!”

“You alright?” Guillem called across the room.

“It just slipped. I’m really sorry—”

“Fine, fine. It was a flawed beauty anyway. Defective. I have improvements in mind for a better version.” Yes. Vast improvements. Now that she had seen it in motion, she could imagine improvements far better. Jason’s concern about cost was, indeed, a concern, but she should be able to reduce the material cost with at least one of her prospective changes. “Toss it in the scrap heap. I’ll melt it down later.” She had to deal with this distraction first.

Turning back to the guardsman, she shrugged. “Sorry. Sorry. Anyway, what were you saying? Alizha? Never heard of such a person.”

“Alyssa,” Jason said, making Guillem raise an eyebrow. “She came with me the day I first met you.”

“Someone else was with you?”

“Yeah… a few people.”

“I remember Oz. Don’t remember anyone else.”

“Well, that’s probably not all that surprising, probably. I don’t think she said much of anything.”

The guardsman walked away from the metal press, approaching Jason, but not closing the distance so much that his shoes got wet. “And you are?”

“Oh. Jason, sir,” he said, snapping his arms to his sides. “I am a scrivener at the guild.”

“And you know Alyssa? What is your relation?”

He smiled slightly. “She…” His smile slipped as he glanced over the guardsman’s shoulder, looking for help from Guillem.

She just shrugged.

“Why do you want to know?”

“Interested parties like to keep tabs on people who put scars on the moon.”

“That was her!” Guillem blurted out. She couldn’t help it. That little incident had been the talk of the town for weeks. Even now, even though she rarely actually visited the city itself, she heard people mentioning and talking about it.

“She delivers potions,” he said in a less-than-natural tone, though Guillem could only think that because she had heard him talk a significant amount. The guardsman likely wouldn’t notice a thing. It was a surprisingly flat tone for someone who carved a dark mark onto the otherwise spotless moon. “Sometimes I accept those potions on behalf of the guild.”

“I see. And what exactly was she doing here?” He glanced back to Guillem. “Delivering potions?”

Guillem shook her head slowly. She knew her usual potion supplier. That supplier was not named Alyssa. At least, she didn’t think his name was Alyssa. She could be wrong. Human names all sounded the same. Humans all looked the same too. With none of the subtle differences in ear shape and size or eyebrow length to tell them apart, Guillem was having a hard time imagining the face of this Alyssa person who had apparently visited only a few days ago.

“Then what was it?” the guardsman said, moving closer to her, getting right up in her face.

“Don’t know.” Her irritation at all this was slowly growing. It was quickly becoming clear that he wasn’t going to get whatever he wanted and, because of that, he was probably going to be even more annoying as a way to take his impotent anger out on others. “I don’t pay much attention to unimportant people. I don’t even think this person you want to know about spoke once.”

“She did, now that I think about it,” Jason said, nodding his head. “Alyssa told me to stop—” He cut himself off with a noise resembling a hiccup. Eyes drifting to Guillem, his tiny little ears burned a bright red. A strange color for skin to turn, but humans were strange creatures. “To stop getting distracted!” he squeaked out.

Such strange little creatures, Guillem thought with a shake of her head.

“She wanted to come and I wanted her to come,” Jason stuttered out. “I knew she had a lot of experience dealing with monsters. I had never met one before, so I thought she would be good to have around.”

“Dealing with monsters?” Guillem said, quirking an eyebrow. Their lack of fear or concern was a testament to how little these humans knew about elven mannerisms. She might not be permitted to carry a sword or other weapons, but this was her workshop. Within, she felt as if she could decimate armies.

“I didn’t mean like that,” Jason said as fast as he possibly could. Maybe he did understand something about elven body language because there was a definite note of worry in his voice. “Alyssa is just really friendly with lots of monsters, so I thought she might help me befriend you. But she didn’t actually need to say all that much, I guess.”

“Friendly with monsters?” Guillem slowly lowered her eyebrow. That wasn’t something she had expected to hear. She had spent a good amount of effort building up a friendly and approachable persona for these humans. Those she knew well, she knew just how far she could push before landing in trouble. But even those who were friendly enough to joke back… tolerated her. Nothing more.

Her eyes roamed up and down Jason, wondering just what he meant by befriend. She had only known him a few days. That wasn’t time enough to truly get to know him. What was in it for him? What benefits did he reap from befriending a monster? From his business plan regarding the farming equipment, he was looking for a longer working arrangement, but it was possible to have a peaceful association without the concept of friends entering into the equation.

And just what did friendly with monsters mean? Having heard the word from a human, Guillem suspected that it was hyperbole. Friendly could simply mean tolerating, just like all the other humans that Guillem interacted with. But with this guardsman coming around to ask about this person, it probably meant something more. A sympathizer, perhaps?

Now Guillem was kicking herself for not having paid attention to the seemingly unimportant human. Perhaps she could arrange some other meeting through Jason, something quieter without people like Oz around.

Did his relation with this human mean that Jason was a sympathizer as well?

Guillem turned to him, scanning him once again with new eyes. It wasn’t easy to tell with just a glance. Human expressions were hard to read at times. They were far more outwardly expressive than elves, but those expressions so often conflicted with each other that one look on his face could mean ten different things depending on the context. She would have to simply interact more, the same way she did with everyone.

The guardsman’s face was far easier to discern. Disgust was a human expression that she was intimately familiar with. Although, for once, it wasn’t directed her way. “Friends with monsters,” he scoffed before shaking his head. “So, to clarify, Alyssa did not request anything be made. Nor did she speak with you at all?”

“Nope! Nope,” Guillem said with a grin. “I forgot the person existed until just now.”

That was apparently not what the guardsman wanted to hear. At the same time, was that relief on his face? Or something else. Humans really needed to grow their ears out a little more.

“If I find out you’ve lied to me, no amount of good standing will protect you or your master from the consequences.”

Not even giving Guillem a chance to respond, the guardsman turned toward the door. Red suit billowing behind him, he marched off. His two bodyguards, who Guillem had successfully identified as being utterly unimportant, went with him.

“I-I’m sorry,” Jason said softly. “I didn’t mean—”

“It’s fine. It’s fine,” Guillem said with a wave of her hand, not caring what he was trying to apologize for—he apologized far too often in her opinion. “But I think our meeting is done for today,” she said with a glance to the scrap that had once been a steam engine. “Come back in two days. I should have a new prototype by then. We can discuss further improvements or changes.”

“Oh… Well, alright,” he said with a light sigh.

Shooing a possible sympathizer out so quickly might not be the best option, but Guillem did have work to do. Besides, cultivating such relationships should not be done hastily. That led to mistakes and ruination. She could take things slowly, work on his project with him, and feel him out. And his other sympathizer companion. It wouldn’t be good to invite her here so soon. Not with the city guard apparently watching her movements. They needed a more clandestine meeting place. Or a coincidental one.

Until then, Guillem would continue as she always had, working hard as a blacksmith slave.

Though first, she might have to start penning a letter to her superiors in the Empire about these developments with possible sympathetic humans.
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                Teneville was a peaceful town. They didn’t have guards. If they had a militia, it probably wasn’t trained or capable of defending from much of anything. The way their peninsula had formed, such things really weren’t necessary. They had no real threats around them. The one route from the rest of the land to their town required going through a fairly narrow mountain pass. Large forces wouldn’t be able to traverse it easily. And they had Lyria watching from above.

They were defenseless. And if an attacking force came from sea or air—or some way more esoteric, such as magical methods of traveling—the rest of the world might not find out for weeks or months.

So it was something of a relief to find out that the town had not been attacked.

The original plan had been to head around the town, stop by Alyssa’s house out in the middle of nowhere, and leave the draken and Fela there so as to avoid alarming the villagers. That plan went out the window the moment they saw Tenebrael’s temple.

It was even worse up close.

The entire structure had collapsed in on itself. Like a toddler had stomped on it as if it were a sandcastle. Only one wall still stood, that being where the front door led out to the poisonous flower and ceremonial area. Even that was half crumbled. It was a field of obsidian glass shards, each as large as a person. Looking over the rest of the lot from her elevated position on Izsha, Alyssa felt numb.

For a lot of people of this world, they would probably feel something similar. A numbness. A worry. A panic, even. The temple of their god had fallen. Given its material and how different it was on an aesthetic level to everything else around this world, it probably hadn’t even been constructed by human hands. It was more than just a building to everyone. It was a symbol.

Lazhar had said it. The whole purpose of the festival was to give people hope. To remind them that there was something else out there, something worth fighting for. Whether or not Tenebrael deserved it, she was revered for the service she—probably unintentionally—provided. Alyssa, for as much as she had mixed feelings about the angel, couldn’t even disparage the people for their treatment of her. Some people just needed a little hope in their lives, regardless of where it came from.

With the temple gone, what would happen to the people? Would their hope crumble as well? Teneville’s isolation had likely dampened the spread of information. Depending on how recently the temple had fallen, nobody outside the peninsula might be aware of it. But word would get out eventually. Maybe it would spread wide. Maybe it would only be muted whisperings in the corners of taverns. But once the festival came back around, that would all change.

Everyone would know.

It wasn’t even hope that Alyssa was truly worried about. By Tenebrael’s own admission, her existence was a major contributing factor toward the prevention of the plague. Demons could very well begin running amok once word spread. The Juno Federation and the Society of the Burning Shadow might view the temple’s destruction as a sign of weakness. A sign of Tenebrael abandoning the rest of the world. It could very well become a trigger that would spark a true war.

And yet, Alyssa’s numbness didn’t come from the thought of war or even demons. What did the temple falling mean? For Tenebrael. For the world?

Now, perhaps more than ever, she needed to find someone dying so that she could speak to an angel. Any angel.

Tenebrael was in trouble. There was almost no doubt about that. Even if Irulon dropped dead in front of her, Alyssa doubted that Tenebrael would be the one to show up. But at this point, Alyssa would take anyone. Iosefael, Kenziel… even Adrael if it meant getting answers.

Maybe she should have taken off that demon’s mask to hear what it had to say. It wasn’t like she had needed to listen.

Looking around at the rest of her party, Alyssa couldn’t help but wonder what they might be thinking. Irulon’s eyes were black and white, signifying an active connection with her dragon. They danced here and there, examining everything while Musca carried her around the lot. Her lips were set in a constant grimace. One hand gripped her tome so tightly that it was shaking.

Fela didn’t seem like she understood the significance of the temple’s collapse. The hellhound was off Dasca’s back, walking between the shards of the temple while sniffing around. But her movements weren’t tense or worried. They were almost playful.

The same could not be said for Kasita. She looked about the same as Irulon, except with Alyssa’s face. “I don’t like this place,” she whispered from Alyssa’s back, voice tense and lacking her usual humor. “It’s like the staff or the feathers.”

“We’ll move into the town proper as soon as Brakkt returns. Just bear with it for now. If it helps, hide in my backpack or something.”

“I think I’ll do that,” Kasita said immediately before the mild pressure on Alyssa’s back vanished.

Her disappearing gave Alyssa a clear view of her mother. Like Fela, Lisa didn’t look like she understood the significance. She had been around this world for a month now, but Alyssa knew that she had gone out of her way to avoid Tenebrael’s religion and similar things. It helped that the priests were really not that pushy at all. There wasn’t much need for proselytizing when everyone already believed in the religion and Tenebrael didn’t seem to have any mandates regarding constant church going or other displays of worship.

Alyssa looked away, spotting movement. It wasn’t true movement, but rather the approach of three souls. They were out of sight, coming up the stairs that led to Tenebrael’s temple. After a moment of watching, Brakkt came into view flanked by two familiar faces.

Yzhemal and Lazhar. They looked… different.

Alyssa knew that the village had been alright, even from afar. Being able to see souls was handy for telling where people were. She hadn’t counted every single person, but there had been enough that nothing too disastrous had happened to the people.

But Lazhar looked positively haggard. When Alyssa had left Teneville, he had been a portly man with a smile on his face and a scraggly grey beard. Now he looked thinner. His dark eyes had sunken in. His cheekbones protruded a lot more and most of his beer belly had vanished.

Yzhemal had always been leaner than his brother, but that had been taken to an extreme. Both looked like they had been through a famine despite the plants and the landscape looking about the same as when Alyssa had left. If their crops were growing well, it had to be something more like depression or stress.

Both stopped suddenly as they caught sight of the draken. Brakkt had gone on foot to fetch them so as to avoid startling the entire village, but he must have told them as they didn’t look too shocked. Just frightened, which was completely understandable. To spare them having to come closer, Alyssa hopped off Izsha’s back and approached. Irulon did the same.

Alyssa didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know if they would even remember her. They had been a large impact on her life, but she had probably not been all that memorable in turn. She had shown up during a time when a hundred other random people had shown up. All she had done to distinguish herself was to work for Yzhemal for a few days and then feed them hamburgers. With her sunglasses in place, she wasn’t sure that they would recognize her even had it not been a few months since then.

Thankfully, she didn’t have to say anything. Irulon took charge.

“I assume my brother already told you who we are,” she said, hands clasped behind her back. “So no sense wasting time with introductions. What happened? How long ago? Any other relevant details?”

For a moment, neither spoke. They looked to each other, then both turned and stared between Brakkt and Alyssa before returning to Irulon.

It was Lazhar who spoke first in a trembling voice. Where he once had a boisterous tone, there was now a hollow note. “One week. It was… one week ago. I… I…”

“We were tending the fields late-afternoon,” Yzhemal said, speaking far more clearly. “Well, I was tending to some fields. I believe Lazhar was napping beneath the haystack.”

Lazhar just sighed.

“The first sign that something had gone wrong was a loud rumble. The ground shook beneath our feet. We weren’t sure what it was at first. It wasn’t until young Gren pointed out the plume of smoke rising that I started rushing back to the village. Thought it was a fire at first. But no. It was the temple falling. Each block of stone sent up a column of dust as it hit the ground.”

“We… didn’t know what to do. There was no way to stop it,” Lazhar’s shoulders slumped. He extended his hands out, grasping at nothing before pulling them back to his chest. “The temple just fell apart before our eyes.”

“A week. Hm.” Irulon turned, looking back to the fallen structure. Her eyes were black and white, but neither of the brothers had said anything about that. Perhaps Brakkt had warned them about that as well. But Irulon didn’t stay looking at the temple for long. She turned again, this time pausing on Alyssa. “Seven days exactly? Or something more like ten days?”

Yzhemal put a hand to his scraggly beard and started tugging it slightly. “Well, let’s see. The day it happened, didn’t sleep that night. Then we neglected the fields for at least three days. It took a day to pull Lazhar out of the distillery… then…” He nodded slowly. “Nine or ten sounds about right. Why?”

“Have you noticed any villagers isolating themselves?”

“Since that day, all of Teneville has been feeling down.”

Lazhar sighed, shoulders slumping even more, if that was possible.

“I would say that there are a few that I haven’t seen in several days. Would that not be normal for a situation like this? Tenebrael’s temple is… gone.”

“Perhaps. But there might be something more sinister afoot,” Irulon said. Breaking eye contact with Alyssa, she turned back out to the shards of obsidian. “Fela! Do you smell anything?”

Alyssa felt a cold drop of sweat run down her back. Until Irulon shouted, she hadn’t quite realized why a few extra days mattered. But that shout sealed it. Irulon was talking about demons. More importantly, ten days ago would have been the day Alyssa had met with the demon.

The hellhound bounded over, not even caring that Yzhemal stumbled back at the sight of her or that Lazhar looked like he had just left a sauna.

“There is something here, but it is faint. Old. Nothing has been near here in a few days.”

Irulon nodded as if she had expected that response. “What about the rest of the village?” When Fela shrugged, Irulon pointed down the steps Yzhemal and Lazhar had just ascended. “It isn’t that large. Running through would only take a few minutes.”

Fela looked like she wanted to protest, but a glare from Irulon made her snap her mouth shut. “I’ll be back in a minute then.”

As Fela bounded off, forcing Lazhar and Yzhemal to scramble out of the way, Alyssa spoke. “Kasita, are there any pentagrams in these ruins? Or… embers?”

Kasita formed up next to Alyssa, appearing out of thin air. She was already in the middle of shaking her head as she formed. “I don’t see anything, but there is a lot of area that I can’t see at all. Everything underneath rubble is just as invisible to me as it is to you.”

“Wh-What’s going on?” Lazhar stammered, eyes wide as he stared at Kasita. Behind him, his brother was staring down the steps, probably watching after Fela.

“Demons,” Irulon said, bluntly. “It was very probably demons that destroyed the temple. The same day that Alyssa found that ember. It can’t be a coincidence… Hm.”

“Alyssa?” Yzhemal looked away from the rest of the village and stared right. He definitely remembered.

But he was looking at the wrong person.

“Not her,” Alyssa stepped in front of Kasita as she pointed to herself. “Me. Hello again. I don’t suppose you’ve seen anyone with hot coals burning in their eyes?”

“What…”

“Sorry. I didn’t want to meet like this again. We were going to leave the draken and Fela at… a camp, but we saw the temple collapsed and feared that something bad had happened. Something badder,” she added with a glance toward the rubble. “Uh… how are the tomatoes coming along?”

“Smooth,” Kasita whispered.

Deciding not to give Kasita the satisfaction of a response, Alyssa ventured a little closer to the brothers. But she didn’t get to say anything before Fela came barreling back up the steps.

“There is one here!” Her large furry claw pointed off toward one of the small homes that made up the majority of the village. “It’s a fairly weak one, I think. Not a very strong smell. But it is there.”

“Keep an eye on it,” Brakkt said. A short whistle from him called over one of the draken. The one carrying his armor. “No sense not being fully prepared even if it is weak. Irulon, Tess, if you would assist me.”

“You should have brought your own servants,” Irulon grumbled. Despite her protests, she headed over and helped him unload and equip the armor.

While they worked, Alyssa waved her mother over. Alyssa had mentioned demons and the plague in the past, but Lisa hadn’t ever actually seen one, let alone fought against one. With any luck, that wouldn’t change today. Still, she should be prepared. Taking her aside, along with the brothers—both of whom looked bewildered by the sudden activity—Alyssa started explaining a few things. Given that it was Tenebrael’s primary presence on the world, Teneville probably hadn’t ever experienced plague outbreaks the way Lyria had in recent weeks. In fact, this was probably the very first infected south of the mountains.

It made Alyssa wonder just how smaller villages avoided infection. Larger cities, like those the nobles came from, probably had their own plague containment teams. Smaller towns like those between Lyria and Teneville didn’t even have a few guards let alone ways of dealing with demons. Was faith in Tenebrael just that high among the smaller hamlets and villages?

Very possibly, actually.

But Owlcroft had been a smaller village. That was the town that had been so overrun that it had turned into the pit. Perhaps, after this was all done, she would ask if there were any roaming plague containment teams financed by Lyria. And if there weren’t, perhaps some should be made. Just a small group that would circle around the entire continent, visiting villages and maybe even preaching Tenebrael’s praises in an attempt to lessen the likelihood of another Owlcroft.

For the moment, she was focused on her mother and the brothers. Specifically, on keeping them safe. “You all should stay here until we’re done.”

“We? Who is we?”

Suppressing a grimace, Alyssa glanced away from her mother to where Brakkt was half into his armor. “Me, Brakkt, Irulon, and Fela.”

“Why are you involved in this at all?”

Because it is my fault, Alyssa did not say. It could have been a coincidence that the temple fell the same day she had gone to the bedehouse. She doubted it. “Because I’m a Rank Six arcanist. A pistol or regular sword won’t hurt these things at all. But I can. I watched one hold up its own mostly-decapitated head and still have the upper hand in a fight against all of us. If it wasn’t for me, Irulon, and Kasita, it probably would have won.”

“I doubt this will be as strong as the Taker,” Irulon called over from where she was adjusting Brakkt’s pauldrons. “But if it is, we can pull the same trick as last time.”

“That’s… hopefully not going to happen. If this is a weak demon, a Spectral Axe should do the trick. I’d rather avoid carving a new hole in the moon if we can help it.” Tenebrael hadn’t been too happy about that. “It’ll be fine, mom. Just stay here. I can handle myself. And it isn’t like I’ll be alone.”

“You’re not going to destroy anything, are you?” Lazhar asked with trepidation lacing his voice. “I don’t know if the village can take it right now.”

“Better to incinerate the entire valley than allow another pit to form,” Irulon said, blunt as usual. Or maybe even more blunt. And somewhat aggressive as well. The temple being in the state it was might be hurting her more than it seemed.

“We’ll try to keep things as contained as possible,” Alyssa said softly. “But…” She moved over to where Fela was staring unblinkingly at the house she had pointed out. “Is it just the one?”

“I think so, but there might be more than one inside the house. Hard to tell. I kept my distance to avoid startling them just like Trik always tells me.”

“Good,” Alyssa said as she closed her eyes. Taking a breath, she looked. Not with her eyes, but with that odd sense of souls that came with being connected to Tenebrael. Forms popped up everywhere. Most houses had at least one soul within them. She spotted a few out in the fields, but far less than she had expected. Homing in on the house that Fela was watching, she saw it.

A form that wasn’t quite like the rest. It was hard to believe that she had missed it earlier, but she supposed that the temple’s collapse had proved distracting enough to hide it from her sight. If a normal soul was like a flame, this soul was like slime. They didn’t truly have any shape or form to her sight, but she could just feel the difference.

It had to be the demon.

Sweeping her gaze around the village, including toward Lazhar and Yzhemal, Alyssa found nothing more.

“I only see one. Can’t tell how it sizes up to the Taker though.”

“As long as we aren’t ambushed,” Irulon said, “we should be fine.”

“Overconfidence is a slow and insidious killer,” Brakkt chastised as he settled his helmet on his head. “In this particular case, it might be a rather quick killer if we are not careful. Do not forget how Octavia and the Taker moved and fought. I could have been overwhelmed in an instant had I let my guard drop. And neither you nor Alyssa have your armor.”

“Yes,” Irulon said with a clear scowl directed at herself. “This was supposed to be a relaxing journey. Now I feel foolish for having berated your attachment to your armor.”

“What is done is done. Are you prepared?”

Irulon gripped her tome in her hand and nodded slowly.

“Alyssa? Fela?”

“Ready!”

“Let’s get this over with,” Alyssa said, pulling out her own deck of cards.

“Draken,” Brakkt said, raising his voice. “Please remain here. Everyone rushing down there will agitate the villagers. Only Ensou will accompany us. And… if something happens to us, don’t make trouble for the town.”

Alyssa didn’t speak draken. She wasn’t even sure that they could speak to each other. Still, the noises they made at his statement were anything but happy. Although they growled and grumbled, only Brakkt’s blue-grey scaled draken approached the group. Which was something of a relief, even ignoring the problem of agitated villagers. Alyssa wasn’t sure if it was possible to have too many soldiers on a battlefield, but a dozen of the large monsters would definitely crowd the chefs out of a kitchen.

If that analogy made sense at all.

“Alyssa.”

Pausing, turning to her mother, Alyssa waited for the inevitable argument or complaint about her going off to danger.

Instead, Lisa set her jaw. “Come back. You aren’t allowed to drag me into this place only to leave me alone.”

There was a slight hesitation before Alyssa walked up to her mother, put her arms around her shoulders, and nodded. Not wanting to jinx it by saying that everything would be alright, she simply said, “Of course.”
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                Self-preservation was an interesting instinct. Not the fact that it existed—that was perfectly understandable—simply the way that the brain went about its task of keeping itself alive. For instance, Alyssa had to wonder exactly what was going through some poor villager’s head when they opened the door to leave their home for the day but saw a parade of frightening characters walking past. One gigantic dinosaur, one Darth Vader, one hellhound with literal fire pouring from her eyes, and three girls who, in comparison, were relatively normal—though one of those three was a mimic. The villager screamed and slammed his door shut again. Like the flimsy wood would protect him from a four ton monster.

And then, because of the scream, a few other people started emerging from their homes as well. Alyssa could see them move with her soul-sight. The moment the first villager screamed, bits of his soul lanced off to a few of the surrounding houses, interacting with the people inside. And, for some reason that Alyssa couldn’t fathom, a blood-curdling shout from a member of their own community triggered curiosity rather than any kind of fight or flight instinct.

Two more doors opened. One with a younger woman. One with an older woman and a little child that couldn’t be older than four. The older woman grabbed her daughter and dragged her back inside without a word. The younger woman… Alyssa managed to send out a quick Levitate to keep her head from slamming into the ground as she fainted. The fainting didn’t last long. Maybe thirty seconds. By the time she started to stir, Alyssa and the others were well past her house.

That didn’t stop the woman from getting to her feet and rushing away toward the fields, maybe to warn some of the people out taking care of them. Really, running didn’t seem like a very good option when confronted with a draken either. They were fast and strong. If Ensou so wished, she probably wouldn’t have made it five steps before he chomped off her head.

Alyssa was really glad that the draken were on her side.

The house with the infected was right at the southern edge of the town. The furthest building from the Temple. That was probably coincidence, but it was convenient. There were less houses around. Less chance of bystanders being caught up in any fight that went down.

And there definitely was going to be a fight. Fela walked in an aggressive stance. Her entire body was poised to pounce mid-stride. Brakkt had his sword in hand as he marched forward. Ensou was less obviously ready to attack, but having been around draken for quite a bit of time, Alyssa could see how the tension in its muscles differed from a casual jaunt through the forest. Irulon simply walked forward, looking furious as her hand hovered over her open tome.

For her part, Alyssa summoned a scythe. Tenebrael had called her a reaper on occasion. As much as she protested the title whenever it got brought up, she definitely had some reaping to do right now.

“It’s in the south west corner of the house. I can’t tell exactly what it is doing.”

“Is it up against the wall? Or closer to the center of the house?”

“Definitely closer to the wall.”

“Close enough to reach with your scythe?”

Alyssa blinked her eyes open, looking at Irulon. “Through the wall?”

“Spectral Axe passes through physical objects without interacting with them. If this infected is right up against the wall, just slice right through him. Easy.”

“That’s…” It would be possible. Looking up at her scythe, it was taller than she was if she put the base of the haft right up against the ground. The house wasn’t even that large. Unless someone stood right in the very center, she could probably hit them from some point around the building. Like almost every building in the village, its walls were made up of cobblestone up to about the waist level where it turned into wood logs. Mud or clay had been slathered between the cracks. Without a window, it was impossible to see inside with normal eyes. So she could hit their target, but…

“What if we’re wrong?”

Brakkt took the words right out of Alyssa’s mouth. If this wasn’t a demon, if this was just someone with a strange soul, or perhaps even a monster just trying to live among the villagers in peace, she would have just murdered them. Fela’s sense of smell was a fairly damning bit of evidence against the idea that they were mistaken, but what if the actual infected had run off, leaving someone behind who was currently in trouble?

“I’ll check.”

Kasita, having just volunteered herself, was already walking up to the house.

No one stopped her. Especially not Alyssa. She knew well how much Kasita wanted to help out. The actual fighting wasn’t something she could do, but a quick peek? That was her specialty.

Right before she reached the door, Kasita’s form vanished. Closing her eyes, Alyssa watched her soul worm its way underneath the door.

Kasita’s soul was different. Humans all had roughly the same kind of soul. Fela’s was more fiery, but still had recognizable elements of human souls. The draken… were like eggs? It was harder to say exactly. It didn’t help that the forms were probably all just Alyssa’s imagination and her projecting ideas on them. But Kasita’s soul was tiny. Just a little tiny spider-like orb. Even when she was in her human form, it was the same. Alyssa assumed that the size had something to do with how most of her real body was in another reality, or something similar.

The moment Kasita was fully under the door, an interaction occurred. One of those sharings of souls that happened all the time. Except this was one-way. A tiny bit of Kasita broke off—though her main soul never shrank—and dashed toward the suspected demon.

The very instant Kasita’s soul touched the demon, it reacted, rising into the air like someone jumping to their feet.

“It noticed!”

“Sever Reality.” A mirrored dome built itself from the ground up, forming around the building in a wide enough circle to encompass it entirely along with a sizable amount of land around it.

Alyssa and her allies were all inside, trapped with the demon.

“Split Reality,” Irulon said, not finished. A lance of glass fired from her outstretched hand, impacting the wall near the door that Kasita was moving back under. The wood and cobblestone immediately began falling apart with the pieces breaking into smaller and smaller chunks.

Between the dust and debris, Alyssa got her first look at the being inside.

It was a child. Like the one Alyssa had seen earlier, it couldn’t have been more than five years old. If she were standing next to it, the child wouldn’t have come up to her waist. But that was where the innocence ended. Everything else about the creature was just… wrong. Its aggressive stance, the way its face twisted and snarled at them, and, above all, the burning embers in its eyes.

There was at least one body in the room with it. At least one because it was somewhat hard to tell. Not only was the gap in the building’s wall constantly shifting as more debris turned to dust, but the body wasn’t all in one piece. Much like those corpses Alyssa had stumbled upon with the Pharaoh, it had been torn apart. One of the arms was jutting out of a pentagram that had been carved out of the ground. The fingers had been severed and were placed at the tips of the star. From the side of a bed, the head looked down at the array with gouged out eyes.

It had the same brown hair that the child had. A parent.

While Alyssa stared, stunned at the scene in front of her, Irulon and Brakkt had none of her hesitation. Three more spells fired off toward the child, two directly at it while the third bounced off the mirrored dome. The first dodge was a simple hop. To dodge the second, it twisted its spine in almost a full one-eighty, bending as it moved to go into a handstand. It twisted again, barely scraping beneath the third spell, planting its feet into the ground. Rising to a standing position like a puppet on strings, the child gripped a severed leg by the ankles.

Brakkt strode forward, dauntless and imposing. Even when it flung the leg in his direction, he didn’t react beyond slicing with his sword, severing the leg into two pieces that fell to either side of him. Fela moved behind him, keeping her distance to the point where she wouldn’t get in the way, but where she would be able to provide backup if necessary.

Alyssa, finally falling out of her stupor, allowed the scythe in her hands to vanish. It was too dangerous a weapon with three people fighting in close quarters. A small scratch could kill Brakkt or Fela. Or Kasita, who hadn’t yet reappeared.

This demon was clearly more alert and aware than the one she had happened across with the Pharaoh, but it didn’t seem quite as dangerous as the Taker. Even if it had only been for a short time, Alyssa had managed to stall the Taker with Spectral Chains.

Some sixth sense must have warned the infected. Just before Alyssa cast her spell, it kicked out, slamming a foot against the bed. The severed head flew off, aimed directly at Brakkt, while the bed popped into the air, blocking Alyssa’s view of the demon. The chains wrapped around the wooden frame. A tug pulled it out of the way.

The demon was nowhere to be seen.

Tense, Alyssa scanned the area. Brakkt and Fela paused while Irulon rotated slowly, like she expected to find the demon behind them.

Alyssa closed her eyes. Scanning the area with her ability to sense souls worked a lot better.

“It is behind the house, clinging to the wall, I think.” Her sight wasn’t all that precise, but within Irulon’s dome, there weren’t that many places it could be.

Brakkt started forward again, moving toward the side of the still crumbling house. But he paused, waiting just a moment.

Ensou jumped from behind Alyssa, making her stumble. It demolished the remains of the house with its landing, sending a tremor through the earth.

The demon tried to get away, but wasn’t fast enough for the draken. Its razor sharp teeth clamped around the child’s leg. Whipping its head to one side slammed the kid against the ground. A thrash to the left crushed one still-standing log of the house. Ensou wasn’t finished with only that much. Back and forth, back and forth. The child hit the ground over and over again with enough to turn bone to dust in any normal human.

Ensou only stopped when Brakkt got close enough. One last flip of its head impaled the child on Brakkt’s sword.

Even that didn’t put it down for good. The child grasped at the sword, trying to pull itself off. Both Ensou and Brakkt kept it from moving properly.

Which gave Alyssa the time to approach. A fresh scythe appeared in her hand. With a grimace at how disgusting the whole situation was, she pierced the child’s chest and pulled.

It wasn’t as hard as pulling the Taker’s soul had been, but it was a fair deal more difficult than either of the other infected she had killed. It took three rough tugs to pull the sticky tar-like soul from the body. Even when the body went limp, the soul tried to grasp onto Brakkt, Ensou, and even Alyssa. She kept it well away from anyone, moving it to a clear area on the ruins of the house.

The demon… The real demon would show up soon.

Alyssa had half a mind to swing her scythe through the demon’s head. Maybe it wouldn’t do anything. In fact, it probably wouldn’t do anything. But even if it was just for the cathartic release, it might be worth it. Everything was the demon’s fault. Perhaps it hadn’t been a coincidence that the temple fell at roughly the same time that Alyssa met with the demon, but it wasn’t her who had destroyed it. The demons had decided to cause that misery, to cause a poor child to tear apart its own mother.

And now, Teneville, already disheartened because of Tenebrael’s temple being destroyed, was going to suffer the same fate that had befallen Lyria in the wake of the Taker and Octavia incident. The faithhazard was going to strike, potentially turning more and more of them into infected.

Looking around, Alyssa met the faces of her companions. Fela, Irulon, and even the recently reformed Kasita all had stony expressions. No smiles, no amusement, no joy in their victory without injury. Similar thoughts were probably going through their minds. They had been forced to kill a child. Even if it was an infected one, that didn’t feel right. It didn’t feel like a victory. Knowing what might befall Teneville just soured their success all the more.

The demon appeared before Alyssa could think further on the situation. Just like the other times, a pentagram burned itself into the ground near the soul. Flames flashed bright for a moment.

Then, the demon was there. Waving. She gave a jaunty flick of her wrist the way a friend might wave at someone they haven’t seen in some time.

Alyssa scowled. Almost, almost, she considered saying something. But last time, she had inadvertently wound up challenging the demon to… corrupt her? Whatever it had been, it hadn’t been good. So Alyssa said nothing. Even though she had wanted to, she didn’t even try to attack the demon with her scythe. She allowed the scythe to vanish and simply watched as the demon used her own scythe to reap the soul. Another pentagram appeared beneath it, sucking the tar-black soul down into the ground.

The demon waited a few moments after. She watched Alyssa with her one uncovered eye, perhaps expecting some conversation. When it became apparent that Alyssa was not going to say anything, she simply shrugged her shoulders and vanished just as quickly as she had come.

Which, honestly, was worrying in its own way. The demon hadn’t left behind an ember. Did that mean that it had gotten what it wanted from the one time that it had? Had that ember somehow caused the temple to collapse? Now that she was thinking about it that way, this whole incident could have been a complete byproduct of something else destroying the temple. The child could simply have lost faith in Tenebrael as a result of the temple falling and have wound up corrupted by the plague because of that.

“We should incinerate the bodies,” Irulon said, tone low.

“What will we tell the rest of the village?” Alyssa had to ask. “The dome might have hidden the truth from them, but they’ll know. In a community this small, everyone will know what happened by evening.”

“I don’t know. I… don’t know.” Irulon pulled out two cards. One, she aimed directly at the child’s body. A quiet utterance sent dark red flames rolling across its form. The second spell card was aimed at the heart of what had been a house only a few minutes ago. The flames didn’t rage. They simply burned. Irulon stared into the flames. “What does it mean, Alyssa?”

“Mean?”

“I’ve seen that temple three times in the past,” Irulon said, not breaking eye contact with the fire. “Each time, I found myself struck dumb at how… inhuman it was. Not just inhuman. It clearly had not been built by mortal hands. And now it is a pile of rubble.”

It was happening already. That wasn’t like Irulon at all. She knew what Alyssa’s glowing eyes meant and yet she was still looking like someone had crushed her hopes and dreams.

Something had to be done. And that something needed to be more than just Irulon glumly going about destroying the pentagrams with her splitting spells. It needed to be something big. Something that could give the people hope back if only to prevent more demons from popping up among them. None of the spells in her deck would fix the temple. Fractal spells could do a number of strange things, but Alyssa wasn’t sure that fixing the temple was one of them. Most of Irulon’s spells were centered around destruction anyway. If the Pharaoh were here, or if he had allowed Alyssa to photograph all his spell cards, rewinding the temple to a state where it had still been standing might have been possible.

But he wasn’t here.

A Message might get him moving, but unless his Time magic was powerful enough to bring him here instantly, it might well be too late. These people needed something uplifting now. Adding two deaths to their already disheartened community, one of them having been infected, would destroy what little morale they had.

“The dome is coming down,” Irulon said to the silent group.

As she spoke, the mirrored dome melted away.

Three dozen people had gathered around on the other side. Not the entire population of Teneville. Most were probably still out in the fields, unaware of the goings on within their home. Those here weren’t quite looking in the right direction, but, as per Irulon’s explanation the last time she had used that spell, the dome removed the contents from the outside world entirely. To them, it must have looked like a whole house had vanished.

Now, it had reappeared destroyed with two monsters standing nearby.

It only took a few seconds before the first person panicked. From there, the fear spread like a wildfire. Even before they screamed, Alyssa could see the terrified looks form on their faces as if in slow motion. In the distance, Lazhar and Yzhemal were running forward with Lisa trailing after them—Tess must have stayed back with the draken at the temple. But they weren’t going to arrive in time to calm everyone down. If the people left with their fears intact, the damage would have been done. The demon hadn’t needed to drop another ember. She had probably predicted this exact scenario.

“Sorry,” Alyssa said, not sure who she was apologizing to. Irulon? Her mother? Tenebrael? Whoever it was, only one of them heard her. Maybe she was apologizing to herself.

But she couldn’t let this stand.

“Silence!” Alyssa shouted. Reaching up, she pinched the corner of her sunglasses and pulled them off. A few people who saw her eyes gasped. One even dropped to their knees in reverence. This was Teneville. The people here had heard every word by those pilgrims who had gone through the festival. They, more than anyone else in the world, should be aware of Tenebrael’s characteristics.

But it wasn’t enough. Four people calming out of three dozen wasn’t enough. She needed everyone’s attention.

Alyssa raised her deck of cards, Annihilator on her mind. But, at the last second, she hesitated. A blast into the air would get their attention, but Annihilator was hot. It burned even those it didn’t directly touch to the point of being painful. She needed something calmer. Something more gentle. The same kind of feeling that she got when she touched angels.

Letting the deck drop, she kept one finger pointed upward. The same pose that she had seen Tenebrael perform dozens of times. She had no idea what she was doing. She couldn’t even tell if it was instinct or some divine hand guiding her. Whatever it was, the warmth from her connection to Tenebrael surged.

“Tenebrael,” she spoke aloud. “Please grace your faithful with a sliver of your light!”

A mystic circle of criss-crossing lines and shapes exploded from her raised hand. Unlike all the spells angels had cast over the past months, other people could see this one. The black light of the circle shined like a beacon. She could hear the gasps from Kasita and Irulon. More of the panicking villagers had paused to stare at her. Some, she could tell, were even more nervous than before.

The mystic circle shrunk in on itself as a blinding dark light covered the entire village. It wasn’t the harsh burn of Annihilator. It soothed. Even Alyssa could feel the soft warmth from the light.

Alyssa wasn’t trying to do anything complicated. Certainly nothing dangerous. She was simply attempting to grab attention. Light. The simplest spell. If she could cast anything using Tenebrael’s power, it would be that.

And it worked. It worked almost too well. It was so bright that no one could look at her. She had to tone it down.

The villagers and her companions came back into view as Alyssa’s eyes adjusted to the gradually dimming light. She could see them. And they could see her. Even those who had been in the middle of running away stopped to look back. Alyssa made sure to rotate slowly, meeting each pair of eyes. One by one, people gasped and put on a sudden air of reverence.

Alyssa really… had not thought far enough ahead. What was she supposed to say now? She had to say something, right?

“The… The temple was just a building,” Alyssa said, trying to project her voice just like she had learned in all those useless speech classes. “One Tenebrael hardly inhabited over the course of the year. Its destruction does not mean that she is gone or that she has abandoned us!” Suppressing a grimace—This is blasphemy. This is definitely blasphemy—Alyssa shaped the light. A simple act of will twisted it into a vague ring. Not quite a halo, but hopefully something similar to aureole from old paintings of religious figures.

Lazhar, finally having joined the ring of onlookers, clutched his hat in his hands as he dropped to his knees. “It is just like the book says,” he whispered, somehow loud enough for Alyssa to hear.

That seemed to be the trigger for everyone who hadn’t decided to kneel when she made eye contact. Seeing the high priest of Tenebrael get on his knees made everyone else drop as well.

Everyone except Alyssa’s immediate companions and… her mother.
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                “So. You think you’re some kind of prophet now?”

Alyssa grimaced at the tone of her mother’s voice. Their relationship had been strained ever since she had arrived. This certainly wasn’t going to help matters. But… “I had to do something.”

“And that something was to pretend to be a messenger from these people’s god?”

“Yes.”

Lisa snapped her head over to Alyssa, directly looking at her for perhaps the first time since the little speech out in front of the villagers. For part of that, it had probably been the light. Alyssa didn’t blame anyone for not wanting to look at her with that going on. It had been beyond bright. But it had been a while since Alyssa had canceled that particular spell.

Miracle?

Either way, the look Alyssa was getting at the moment was just too scrutinizing. “Don’t look so surprised. I told you before that people get infected when they lose faith in Tenebrael. The demons see that as an opportunity to jump in and corrupt them. With the temple destroyed and some of their community already dead? The rest of the villagers would be dead—or worse—within a month. So yes, if pretending to be some disciple of Tenebrael’s saves even half of them, then I would do it again and again.”

“Is it really pretending?”

Blinking, Alyssa glanced over to where Irulon sat at the inn’s counter. “What?”

Irulon set a mug of her own Tyrian wine down on the wood as she looked over. They had been inside for well over an hour, but the glass still looked full. Thinking back, Alyssa couldn’t remember her ever bringing it to her lips. Though, admittedly, she hadn’t been paying all that much attention.

Her thoughts had been elsewhere. Even before her mother had vocalized her opinions on the matter. Every way she figured it, Alyssa felt like she had solved one problem by creating a dozen more. Before arriving, she had actually been looking forward to a visit to Teneville. A chance to see the brothers again.

But now? She was dreading their return.

They had gone off with Brakkt. As the de facto leaders of the village, they had a responsibility to ensure that the mess of the destroyed house was cleaned up and completely devoid of any demonic artifacts. Lazhar had wanted to stay anyway, but Alyssa insisted. He needed to care for his people long before he worried about her. The fact that he had taken that as gospel and hadn’t argued more did not sit well with Alyssa.

More than anything, Alyssa just wanted to slip out the back door, go home, pick up some guns, then head back up to Lyria and pretend none of this vacation had ever happened. But if she did that, the people here might think they were being abandoned again. She would have to stick around at least for a short amount of time. A day. Maybe two at the most. Then she could come up with some excuse. Other places needed her guidance, or some garbage like that.

“Is it really pretending?” Irulon said again after a long silence. She still hadn’t touched her wine. Instead, she shifted on the stool to face fully toward Alyssa. “I’ve been thinking about it for a while. Pretty much since the desert trip. But I didn’t want to mention anything because I know your personality well enough to know that you wouldn’t like the idea. But… Aren’t you a prophet? Tenebrael brought you here from a whole different world. She has appeared before you and has spoken to you in the past. Your eyes… Casting that spell without your deck of cards… Those are just further proof that she is allowing you to use her power.”

Alyssa… stared. She could hardly believe what she was hearing. Lazhar, Tenebrael’s high priest, would say something like that without a hint of irony. She expected that kind of thing from him. But for Irulon to say that with such a straight face… Slowly, Alyssa buried her head in her hands. Maybe she preferred her mother’s disappointment in the situation. At least there was little chance of Lisa getting on her knees in reverence.

“I’m not going to start worshiping the ground you walk on,” Irulon said like she could read minds. “I know you well enough to know how much you would hate that. All I wanted was to make sure you understood your situation fully.” With a casual shrug, Irulon turned away. She picked up her mug again and, this time, brought it to her lips for a small sip. “Incidentally, I don’t suppose you can use Tenebrael’s power to fix her temple, could you?”

“The only thing I’ve ever done with it was that light. And view souls, I suppose. Building a temple out of rubble seems like it might be a daunting task.”

“I only ask because, as noble as your efforts toward preventing infection were, I doubt they will be enough.”

Alyssa slumped. “What do you mean?” she asked, hoping that she was misunderstanding something. If she had just convinced a whole village that she was a messenger from Tenebrael for nothing…

“That light you created was impressive. I certainly hadn’t felt anything like it before. Small towns like this are generally devoid of magic entirely, save perhaps for one or two people who are capable of casting Flame. They’ll have found it even more impressive.” Irulon paused to take another sip of her wine before looking over to Alyssa. “But there is nothing persistent about it. Most of the village wasn’t even around to experience it. Unless you’re planning on staying in this village permanently—”

“Definitely not,” Alyssa said without hesitation. That would be a nightmare. At least she could disappear in a city as large as Lyria if she wanted.

“Then that light will be nothing more than a memory in the minds of a few. And memories fade. Meanwhile, the rubble of the temple will stick around. Even if it gets cleared away, the absence of the temple will stick out prominently. It will be a constant reminder of what has been lost. And constant reminders do not fade with time.

“Not to mention visitors. They won’t have experienced you or Tenebrael’s light at all. All they will have are the second-hand accounts of faded memories. Hearing about something difficult to imagine without experiencing it… and a destroyed temple. One of those things will spread further and faster than the other. I don’t think I need to say which.”

“Great,” Alyssa grumbled. Irulon was right. “Great.” Of course she was right. Irulon wasn’t infallible. She got things wrong all the time. But usually, only when she had incomplete information. That wasn’t the case here. “Maybe I can make an orb of Tenebrael’s light hover above the temple?” she said, looking between Irulon and her mother.

Lisa gave one of those ‘This is your problem, not mine. You figure it out,’ kind of shrugs. Thankfully, Irulon was a bit more helpful.

“Would it be permanent?”

“Uh…”

“Because that would probably work if it was. But if it isn’t, then as soon as it disappears, it will be just another thing that has abandoned them.”

Ugh. Irulon, of course, was right. Why couldn’t things be simple? She couldn’t even blame Tenebrael for this. It was those stupid demons. If not for their plague, it wouldn’t have mattered that the temple was destroyed. Tenebrael probably wouldn’t have been too happy, but at least no one would have to worry about death and damnation.

Alyssa jumped back, almost falling out of her chair as a shard of glass hit the wood table between her and her mother. The wood immediately started breaking apart, falling to the ground in pieces. Lisa looked just as shocked as Alyssa felt. As one, they turned to Irulon.

“Something to practice on,” Irulon said as she went back to her wine.

“Practice! Practice what? You destroyed Yzhemal’s table!”

“That won’t be a problem if you put it back together. I’m sure you can do it. Tenebrael put me back together and I am far more complex than a table.”

“I am not Tenebrael!”

“Yes. I am aware. That is why I destroyed something I don’t care about rather than something you or I own.”

“That just makes it worse!” Alyssa shouted as she stared down at what had once been a table. The spell had finished dicing it apart. Despite being made out of wood, the table now looked like broken shards of glass all piled up.

“Better hurry,” Irulon said like the situation didn’t concern her in the slightest. “The others might be back before long.”

“Ugh.” Alyssa groaned. Hand her a hammer and a table saw and she could put one together. It wouldn’t be the nicest thing around, but she could make something functional. Of course, even the world’s largest hammer wouldn’t put together the shards and sawdust that this table had become. She didn’t know the first thing about fixing tables with magic. It wasn’t like she could just wish the table back together.

Could I?

Alyssa stared at the remains, wishing it were back together with her hand extended toward the pile. She even tried visualizing the whole table. Regular magic functioned off visualization. At least for her. Everyone else had to shout words, but Alyssa just imagined something happening and it happened so long as she had the proper spell card in her deck.

Nothing was happening now. The table shards remained stubbornly separated.

“Weren’t you saying something out there?”

“Out… To all the villagers?”

Irulon nodded slowly.

“Uh. I said something like Tenebrael hadn’t abandoned them and then told—”

“No. No. Before that. You asked Tenebrael to show her faithful a sliver of her light.”

Blinking, Alyssa tried to think back. It had been a hectic few moments. She had been hopped up on adrenaline from the brief fight with the demon. Her plan had been to convince the people that Tenebrael was with them just as much as she had always been with them… Well, rather, she had wanted to convince them that Tenebrael actually cared about them when the reality was almost the exact opposite. But the actual words she had spoken were a blur in her mind.

Irulon wouldn’t just make things up, so Alyssa must have said something… must have asked Tenebrael to help. But… was that something Alyssa would have done? Alyssa didn’t like asking Tenebrael for help. When she did, she asked her questions to the angel’s face. And Tenebrael had complained in the past about answering prayers.

Was that what I did? Said a prayer to Tenebrael?

The thought left a sour taste in Alyssa’s mouth, but the more she thought about it, the more it made sense. After all, Tenebrael had explained that the Enochian on regular spell cards was effectively a prayer to her asking her to intervene on the caster’s behalf. She had also said that she had granted a broad permission to her entire world just so that she didn’t have to do any work regarding the magic system.

So, lacking the Enochian on a spell card, Alyssa must have substituted in a verbalized prayer. The biggest question was how Alyssa had known to do that. It was much like how Tenebrael announced what she was doing before she actually cast a spell, so perhaps she had taken inspiration from that. But… Tenebrael didn’t phrase her words as a prayer. If Alyssa was taking cues from Tenebrael, would she really have said it as a prayer?

Looking back down at the remains of the table, Alyssa extended a hand and closed her eyes. She took a deep breath and slowly let it out.

Something was different now. The warmth filling her surged. Not quite to the degree that it had back in front of the villagers, but it was more than the neutral level that she had grown accustomed to.

Opening her mouth, the words just flowed. “Tenebrael. By your glory and your grace, all things shall be made whole.”

The tips of Alyssa’s fingernails turned black as Tenebrael’s oddly colored light burst forth. Another mystic circle formed. Spirals of a turbine engine, Enochian detailed beyond that of any examples Alyssa had seen on spell cards, dashed lines and dotted triangles. The geometry of the circle was far more complex than even the worst Fractal or Time spell. To make matters even worse, the circle was moving. The spirals were unwinding and the Enochian changed with every second.

The table moved. It didn’t move in any way that Alyssa expected. She had thought that the shards would all fly off, finding their original position before somehow merging with their neighbors to form a finished structure. Instead, the table just rose straight up from the sawdust, completely whole. A smooth top. A single post down the center. Four smaller legs jutting off the post. When the blackish white lines of the magic circle finally faded, there wasn’t a single speck of sawdust left.

Both Irulon and Lisa were staring. Neither said a word. Alyssa, for that matter, hadn’t said anything either. She was gaping just as much as them. Realizing that triggered a jolt of adrenaline. That was enough to break her out of her shock, at least partially.

Reaching her hand out to brush against the table, she was almost surprised to find it solid. It didn’t look how it used to. Before, the flat tabletop had been made with several cut planks. Each one had been different from the last. Some were smoother. Others were fatter.

Now, it was a perfectly smooth tabletop. Like something out of modern society. It even had a protective varnish, although it didn’t really look like wood anymore. It was just… smooth and uniform.

“All things shall be made whole,” Irulon said softly.

Alyssa snapped her head away from the table to find Irulon staring at it with her eyes all black with white rings. “I… I didn’t mean to say that?”

“Are you asking me or telling me?”

Alyssa looked down at her hands. Her fingernails, specifically. For a few minutes there, her fingernails had been just as midnight black as Tenebrael’s. They weren’t anymore. All her nails were normal. Even before being torn away from Earth, Alyssa hadn’t been the biggest fan of fingernail polish. Bringing a nail clipper with her from home had been one of her best decisions. People here tended to carve away their nails with sharp knives or big metal shears that looked like they were better suited toward shearing sheep.

Her initial thought had been that Tenebrael’s black nails were a result of paint like any normal person’s. Or rather, she hadn’t thought much of it at all. They were fingernails. Average. Ordinary. Hardly worth mentioning under normal circumstances. But now, she had to wonder if the black look to them wasn’t some aspect of angelic power.

“I meant to say,” Alyssa said slowly. “I meant something like ‘return the table to how it was.’ Or something similar. I didn’t mean to mention Tenebrael at all.”

Irulon’s eyes lit up. Not black and white or violet or any other color. It was a metaphorical lighting. The same look a child got on their birthday when they saw presents or cake. A small bit of motion pulled Alyssa’s attention away from Irulon’s face down to her hands.

She didn’t know when, but Irulon had traded her wine for a notebook and pen. Irulon’s hand moved quickly but perfectly steadily, demonstrating just how she could afford the time to fill her spell book with complex Fractal cards. On the paper in front of her, spirals and lines covered the majority. It was the exact same spell that Alyssa had just cast using Tenebrael’s power, though this version was obviously not moving. The Enochian was missing completely from the circle. In a column along one side, various characters were all lined up with little numbers to their sides. Notes for later? The order in which the characters appeared?

As perfect as the replica on the paper might be, Alyssa had to wonder what Irulon intended to do with it. Was she trying to distill a spell card version of it? Something anyone with the proper capability could cast? Or maybe she wanted to create a separate spell that would draw a moving image in the air to replicate the miracle that Alyssa had cast. Alyssa didn’t think that would work, but she didn’t bother saying so. Irulon had to know already.

And if it did work… That opened up a lot of possibilities.

Lisa finally moved, leaning heavily against the table. She pressed one hand against the side, looking like she was trying to break it again. Alyssa wasn’t sure what wood the normal tables were made from, but she knew it was fairly hard stuff. It had to be to withstand people using it over and over again. But the tables weren’t joined together with metal screws or fasteners the way a modern table would be. They were all pure wood, mostly using pegs to keep parts of the tables from slipping around where they shouldn’t. Although she hadn’t done a thorough inspection, Alyssa doubted that the new table had pegs at all. The entire thing, from surface to feet, was one piece of wood.

And a fairly tough wood at that if the strain on her mother’s face was any indication.

“Before we leave,” Irulon said, ignoring Lisa’s efforts to break the table again, “we should gather up as many of the villagers as possible and herd them around the ruins of the temple. Then you put it back together. Preferably with a big speech.”

Faith in Tenebrael would be restored. The villagers would have a new tale of Tenebrael to relay to visitors and offcomers, further spreading word of her. Most importantly, it would hopefully eliminate the possibility of more plague incidents in this region.

But there was one small problem. “This table looks nothing like the original. What if the temple doesn’t look the same either?”

“Then we simply say that any renovation to the temple is Tenebrael’s will. After all, can you say that such a thing isn’t true? I can’t. Not after hearing that you hadn’t intended to speak the words you said. Tenebrael is clearly acting through you at a time when she can’t be present herself.”

Alyssa sighed, not at all happy that Irulon was probably right. First of all, it meant that Tenebrael was somehow influencing at least a few of her actions. That thought was distinctly uncomfortable. While she didn’t like it, if it was limited to casting spells that she already wanted to cast, she supposed that she could stand it. The second she noticed herself acting strangely any other time, she would have to try cutting off the connection between them.

That was something she would have to ask Kasita to watch out for. As much as she trusted Irulon, Alyssa couldn’t help but feel that Irulon would encourage Tenebrael’s acting through her proxy rather than try to help stop it. Mentioning the fear in front of her mother would have a similar, if exact opposite, effect. As much as she didn’t like it, Alyssa recognized that, at least at the moment, she needed her connection with Tenebrael. Her mother hounding her to break the connection would only irritate matters.

But, aside from the possibility that some of her actions might be influenced, there was another problem with what Irulon had said. Tenebrael can’t be present. Alyssa had thought it before, but hearing it like that, it was almost certainly confirmation that something had happened to Tenebrael.

Alyssa still didn’t have a clue as to how she might help the angel.

The door opened, revealing a slightly less intense problem, though a slightly more immediate one. Half the village, at least, was outside the door. She had heard the noise of the crowd before the door had opened, though it had been faint through the walls. But now, it was silent as people pushed and tried to catch a glimpse of her. Thankfully, they didn’t all try to push inside. Brakkt and Kasita walked in. Trailing after them, Lazhar and Yzhemal. The former had his hat in his hands and looked like he had been trying to wring it dry a hundred times over. The latter kept a far more stoic demeanor, but Alyssa couldn’t help but notice the way he looked at her.

Neither acted in the way she remembered them acting.

Something told her that if she asked for a meal, she would get a feast.

This is going to be a long vacation.

            

    
        030.004 Vacationing - Monumental

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa stood in front of the temple ruins. It… was a lot bigger than a table. And that was the understatement of the century. She could have stepped over the remains of the destroyed table. This thing would take five minutes to walk from one end to the other. The height before it collapsed hadn’t been anything to scoff at either. While it wasn’t a palace or one of the towers around Lyria, it would probably be the next highest building if put up on a chart of the tallest structures in this world.

And somehow, Alyssa was supposed to fix it. Or Tenebrael had to fix it and she had to let the stupid angel work through her.

At least she didn’t have the entire village following after her, watching as she worried over whether or not the temple could be repaired. She didn’t know what Lazhar had said, but he had gotten the villagers to back off a bit. He hadn’t backed off, however. In fact, Lazhar stood next to her, wearing his festival costume. A smooth black suit with off-center buttons, silver shoulder plates, and a white angular hat.

Seeing him walk up to her while dressed in such a strange fashion had not been amusing.

Even less amusing was the way he just stood by, as if waiting for her to speak. Knowing what she knew about the festival and how every word the pilgrims spoke was written down, Alyssa had a feeling that she would be subjected to the same treatment. In fact, he had probably spent the night writing down every word he could remember her having spoken from their first visit until she had created that light yesterday morning.

So she hadn’t spoken a word since he walked up. At the same time, the silence was almost unbearably uncomfortable. What did he want? Why was he here? Why was he wearing that festival outfit? If he wanted something, he should have said it already.

Maybe time had dulled her memory. It had only been two months or so since she had last been to Teneville. While interacting with the villagers the first time around, she had definitely gotten a sycophantic feel from the majority of the people. Especially from Lazhar. It had actually scared her a bit until she realized that they weren’t going to murder her for disbelief, even if they did engage in ritual suicide on the regular.

Now, seeing the way he was acting around her, she couldn’t help but wonder why she had ever thought it would be a good idea to come back with glowing eyes. Granted, she couldn’t have possibly known that the temple had been destroyed only a week earlier. They probably wouldn’t have acted like this if not for that—she would have kept her eyes safely hidden behind her sunglasses.

Alyssa was absolutely not enjoying the current situation. If she had a bit less morality, she might have tried to take advantage of it. These people would undoubtedly give up their money and belongings if she asked. That was another reason she was being careful about not speaking as much as possible. Who knew what offhand comment she might make that would have them emptying their pockets… or worse, set them off to start a holy crusade for Tenebrael.

If she were still alone, Alyssa had a feeling that she would be in a far less desirable position. It might be hard to imagine given how little she desired her current position, but at least Kasita, Irulon, Fela, and her mother were not kissing the ground she walked on. Irulon, Alyssa could tell, was acting slightly strange, but was trying to reel it in at the same time. Alyssa could appreciate that. Her mother disapproved of just about everything, which would have been annoying in other situations, but here, Alyssa welcomed it. Fela and Kasita hadn’t changed much at all. Fela already thought that she was scary and making a big bright light that cowed an entire village hadn’t changed that at all. Kasita, more than anyone, knew Alyssa’s real feelings about Tenebrael and everything else.

Which was why Alyssa shot a glance to Kasita, silently pleading with the mimic to say something that might get Lazhar to talk. It didn’t really matter what they talked about. Just as long as it would let out some of the pressure.

The mimic grinned the exact kind of grin that made Alyssa reevaluate her decision to have Kasita speak for her. But it was too late.

“So, Lazhar was it? Think my sister can rebuild this temple?”

“If that is Tenebrael’s will.”

“But what about Alyssa’s will? She could just walk away. Are you saying that the temple will pop up even without Alyssa channeling Tenebrael’s power? Or maybe you’re saying that nobody could do anything if Tenebrael doesn’t want her temple fixed up. I don’t know about that. I watched the Pharaoh rewind the time of an entire house, resetting everything to how it was a few hours before. I bet he could do the same to this temple here.”

“The Pharaoh is a mediator between Tenebrael’s will and the people. It is his duty to find a balance between the two. If he were to arrive and repair the temple, that too would be Tenebrael’s will.”

Alyssa raised an eyebrow. She hadn’t heard that part of the Pharaoh’s job description before. Was that what Egyptian pharaohs were supposed to do as well? She had always thought that a pharaoh was just a fancy title for a king or an emperor. A ruler.

A similar thought had to be running through Kasita’s head. She pouted, placing her hands on her hips in apparent frustration at failing to catch Lazhar in some kind of verbal trap.

“Do you speak with Tenebrael often?”

Lazhar shifted at Kasita’s last question. Unlike before, he didn’t respond right away.

Kasita took that as encouragement. “If you don’t,” she said, “how do you know her will?”

That was a question Lazhar had been more prepared for. He started answering right away. “We don’t. Not with absolute certainty. It is my duty to identify the signs, hear the words of pilgrims, and use other methods of divining intentions. When the temple first fell, I admit, I despaired. I neglected my duty, failed to see what Tenebrael wished for me to do.

“With Alyssa’s arrival, it has become clear to me that I have been given a second chance. An opportunity to make right what I had neglected.”

Alyssa had to suppress a groan. A vindictive part of her mind wondered what Lazhar would say if she mentioned the complaints Tenebrael had about him during the festival’s closing ceremony. But… no need to be cruel.

He and the rest of the town weren’t actually doing anything that Alyssa hadn’t wanted. She had given them hope back. Of course they were going to try to approach and celebrate her. Alyssa’s dislike of the situation likely didn’t enter into their minds at all. By claiming to be a messenger from Tenebrael, she had effectively given up her rights as a human. Not in the sense that she had become a monster. It was more like the way celebrities back on Earth were often viewed as objects rather than people. The way they were treated by the press and social media…

The lack of interconnected people in this world had been inconvenient at times, but right now, Alyssa couldn’t be more pleased that they didn’t have any websites to plaster her face all over.

Refocusing on the rubble of the temple, Alyssa sighed. For this village, it was definitely going to get worse once she fixed the temple. Maybe fixing it now, without too many people around, would let her slip away before things got too hectic. She could jump on Izsha, head off to her house, and hide out there until everyone else was ready to leave.

It was mostly Brakkt who wanted to stay at this point. He and Fela had been going around, scaring villagers while searching for any more demonic activity.

Like she had done with the table, Alyssa tried to picture the temple fixing itself. She tried to imagine shards melding together into one seamless structure. But Alyssa never felt the surge of warmth building up inside her. The words didn’t come.

Something told her what was missing. Alyssa couldn’t explain how she knew. Nothing whispered into her mind. No obvious signs presented themselves to her. It was just… instinct.

“That stupid angel wants the town to watch.”

“What was that?”

Despite mumbling under her breath, Lazhar had heard from a few paces away. Hoping that he hadn’t heard her calling Tenebrael stupid, Alyssa spoke a little louder. “How soon can the town be gathered here?”

“Right away!”

“Wait… wait,” Alyssa said, reconsidering. “It’s the middle of the day. People are out working, harvesting, and felling trees. Don’t disturb their work more than it already has been. Wait until this evening. After nightfall.” She waited just a moment before adding on one last thing. “And it isn’t a requirement to show up. If people are tired from a long day of work and just want to relax in their homes, make sure they know that I won’t be offended in the slightest.”

Take that you stupid angel. With any luck, a full day of hard work would tire out at least some of the village. They would still have a temple popping up overnight. That should stave off any demonic menace even if they didn’t witness the temple’s restoration in person.

Unfortunately, she had a feeling that most people would show up even with her request that they relax.

“And you can rest for the remainder of the day as well.”

“Oh I couldn’t do that.”

“Of course not,” Alyssa mumbled. Lazhar had unknowingly proved her point about people showing up. The rest of the town almost certainly had similar feelings. Even if there were heretics or atheists among them, they would probably still show up just to watch what had been the center of their village for so long return to its proper form.

“I’ll be back just as soon as I put the word out about the gathering tonight.” He said so, but he hesitated as if waiting for Alyssa to say something else. When she didn’t, he slowly shuffled off, giving Kasita a nod as he passed her.

Only when she couldn’t hear his heavy footsteps did Alyssa let out a long groan. “Ughhhh. I think I would rather fight three demonic Takers at once than deal with this.”

“Show me how to connect to Tenebrael and I’ll take your devoted followers off your hands for you.”

“I don’t know how I could show you. Tenebrael did it to me intentionally the first time. Since then, both times have been an accident. But I doubt you would enjoy a bunch of humans running around you. I got sick of it after ten minutes.”

“But ordering around humans hasn’t been a dream of yours.”

“That’s true,” Alyssa said with a sigh as she sat down. The bed-like benches that were around the festival flower hadn’t been damaged by the temple’s collapse, so they provided perfectly adequate sitting locations. They weren’t actually that comfortable considering they were essentially deathbeds, but they probably couldn’t have much cushion or padding while outdoors. She wasn’t sure if people were supposed to just sit on them whenever like they were park benches, but if someone complained, she would just take off her sunglasses and give them a glare.

Like the benches, the festival flower had escaped the temple’s destruction unscathed. It didn’t look like much at the moment. The flower was currently under a glass dome, protected from the elements. And also rain? Did people water it? Or was it all magic? The lavender petals had yet to bloom. Though, now that she thought about it, why were the petals lavender in color? Tenebrael had a theme of black or grey with bits of white. Shouldn’t the flower be the same? If Alyssa were Tenebrael, she would have made the flower black.

How old was the festival? That was a good question. It was possible that Tenebrael hadn’t always been going through a goth phase.

Alyssa had a thought to destroy the flower. The ritual sacrifice it represented was fairly abhorrent to her moral center. However, she wasn’t sure that she could. Not now that she knew just how important faith in Tenebrael was. It was a disgusting practice, but a handful of already suicidal people dying was a far better alternative to entire cities being overrun with demons.

Still, the temptation was there.

Lying back and ignoring it was the best option. The less she thought about it, the less she would feel the urge to flick some spell toward it. Instead, she decided to try to make the best of her vacation by taking a little relaxing rest beneath the bright blue sky.

Kasita settled in near her, sitting upright around Alyssa’s knees. Her hands were on the opposite side of the stone bed, supporting her as she leaned back to stare upward.

“I wonder what people think of the moon,” she said softly.

Alyssa turned her gaze to the almost ever present moon, staring at the pockmark marring its otherwise smooth surface. Relative to the rest of the moon, it was just a tiny dimple. On Earth, no one but astronomers would likely have noticed. At least right away. But Earth’s moon was covered in craters from meteors, so a dimple wouldn’t stand out as much. “Most of Lyria knows that it was a fight with infected, thanks to the Pharaoh. I don’t think his proclamation reached very far outside the city. Maybe messengers carried the news to other large cities, but… I suppose you could go ask someone from around here.”

“I was thinking monsters rather than people. Humans tend to be fairly adaptable. I wouldn’t be surprised if, after the initial shock wore off, most humans simply shrug and go about their day. But to the inari of the southern forests, I know they use the moon in much of their foretelling of the future. I wonder how they have taken having the moon so scarred. I hope they aren’t panicked too badly.”

Using the moon in predictions… Alyssa could easily see how a scar might be seen as a sign of impending doom. “What are inari? I don’t think I’ve heard of them.”

“Mostly humanoid. Their most defining traits are their tails, which they can have up to nine of, and their pointed ears that look similar to those on a fox. Or Fela. They are a peaceful sort. I’ve heard they even have trade with some human villages, though they typically travel in disguise, hiding any inhuman features beneath heavy cloaks.”

“Hmm…” Alyssa stretched, arching her back. “You know, I thought I might open a pizza parlor if I wound up stuck in this world. I still don’t think that would be a bad idea, but I think I would enjoy traveling. Meeting people and monsters. Maybe trying to bring humans and monsters closer together.”

“Well, it certainly can be done. Look at Fela and the draken.”

“And you.”

Kasita nodded. “But there are a lot of monsters out there who, even if they are generally peaceful, would prefer that things stay as they are.”

“I bet. And there are some races that would make me nervous if they began interacting with certain others.” Like fairies. “But I can see some amazing benefits of races joining together. Like, I told you what Jason and Guillem are planning, right? If an industrial revolution happens here the same way it happened back on Earth, people are going to be connected to a degree never before seen. At home, the industrial revolution happened without elves because we don’t have monsters, but here… if humans develop trains while every other race is left behind and even hated… I don’t think things will turn out well.”

A silence hung over the two for a moment. Alyssa thought it was because of the gravity of her statement, but Kasita quickly proved that wrong.

“I don’t know what you mean by industrial revolution or trains.”

“Right. Next time we watch something on my phone, remind me to pull up some documentaries.”

“Why not now?”

Alyssa opened her mouth to shoot down the suggestion, but hesitated. They weren’t doing anything aside from waiting for nightfall. Even if Lazhar came back, it wouldn’t change anything. So, with a shrug, Alyssa pulled out her phone. Luckily, there were plenty of documentaries on the internet. It didn’t take long to find a recent one dealing with trains and how they connected continents to permanently change the way humans lived. Some BBC production.

It was pretty good. Although it wasn’t a comedy, which were Kasita’s favorite things to watch, she didn’t complain or argue even after Alyssa went on to the second episode. It was, however, a bit long. Several hour-long episodes. Before they finished the third, the sun dipped behind the rings in the sky. The moon became far more prominent and…

Lazhar came back. A good portion of the town came with him, though, like during the festival, they didn’t ascend the steps that led to the flower dais.

Alyssa ignored them. The episode was nearly finished. Besides that, it looked like people were still gathering. So she didn’t feel too bad about waiting.

Now that they had arrived, however, Alyssa found herself distracted. She could hardly pay attention to whatever was going on in the documentary. It wasn’t that they were being too noisy. If anything, noise would help. They were being too quiet. A hundred people all gathered together always talked. There was always a low background rumble of indistinguishable chatter wherever a crowd existed. But here, there was nothing. Despite not having touched the volume, it made the sound from her phone deafening.

Alyssa wound up stopping the episode early anyway.

As she stood, she looked over the assembled villagers. There were… a lot of them. Alyssa had never really had a bad bout of stage fright. True, she had never been a part of a school play or performance, but she had given speeches in front of class. Those hadn’t ever bothered her. But here and now, she could feel that tug of nervousness deep within her stomach.

Should I say something? Alyssa wasn’t sure. Giving impromptu speeches wasn’t her thing. Instead of watching the documentary, it might have been a good idea to think about what to say. But… too late now. She didn’t have anything to say.

Presumably, Tenebrael would force her to utter some prayer, just as had happened both other times Alyssa had called upon the angel’s power. If Tenebrael really cared that her followers get some kind of message, she could say it herself through Alyssa.

Without a word, Alyssa turned away from the assembly. She looked out over the moonlight-crested rubble.

Alyssa took one breath. Then another. Holding out her arms, she felt it. Just a tingle at first.

“O Tenebrael. Your people have come to you, crying out for a sign to lift their fallen spirits.” The words came to her without Alyssa thinking about them in the slightest. All she did was open her mouth. It wasn’t quite like someone had taken over her body. Not like the time when the fairy had been controlling her before she had managed to break free. If she wanted, she could clamp her mouth shut.

But she didn’t. She let the words flow.

As Alyssa spoke, her hands started glowing. The light looked white in the darkness of the night, but it was more of an outline around the actual black light.

“Your enemies sought to dishearten your people. They destroyed what was yours.” The light formed into rings. Large magic circles that hovered high over the destroyed temple. If the mystic circle that had repaired the table was complex, this was on a whole other level. There was so much motion. And it wasn’t even a flat circle. The lines weaved in and out, up and down. They wrapped around in a sphere. And it kept growing as Alyssa kept speaking.

“They thought you would become cowed if they took down an insignificant structure. Let your enemies cast their eyes on this! A monument to your very being. Let your enemies bear witness, tremble and fall to their knees in despair, knowing that you are the Dominion of this world.”

The shards of obsidian-like stone flowed like water, merging together into a great basin. A tendril of the liquid stretched out, twice as thick around as Alyssa was tall. More bubbled up. A large bulbous shape a short distance away. The tendril and bulb further formed and it quickly became apparent that this was no temple.

Alyssa stared at Tenebrael’s face as the obsidian statue solidified from the mass. It didn’t stop with just her head. Her black dress with the heart-shaped cutout in the chest rose high up into the sky. Her thigh boots followed, leaving her standing in high heels.

The height was hard to tell from the base of her feet. Alyssa guessed from the short time when her head had been at ground level that she could have stood on her shoulders at Tenebrael’s chin and still had extra room before the top of her head. One arm was outstretched, not like the Statue of Liberty, it was around Tenebrael’s eye-level rather than jutting straight up into the air. The hand was clawed with the fingers pointing upward.

Even with the full statue towering over the village, the mystic circle had not disappeared. It kept turning and moving as a faint color filled in the statue. It wasn’t true to life. Not quite. But the parts that were supposed to be skin shifted from obsidian to marble. The eyes began to glow a bright white. The tattoos around the eyes remained obsidian black. Four wings blossomed from the statue’s back, spread wide like they were shielding the town from something terrible.

The mystic circle started to shrink. It didn’t disappear. Not completely. Instead, it moved up statue-Tenebrael’s arm. Tenebrael’s outstretched hand gripped the outer edges of the ring. The interior still twisted and moved, but the outer edge locked into place.

The warmth that had flooded into Alyssa finally faded. Even though the mystic circle was still up there, the spell ended. The miracle was complete.

Alyssa stared, just as dumbstruck as the rest of the town. That… was not what she had intended at all.

“Ufu~ That’s going to instill some faith.”

“Yeah,” Alyssa mumbled, not taking her eyes off the massive statue. “I think I’m going to grab Izsha and run away.”

“Don’t want to face your adoring crowd?”

Alyssa shuddered, afraid to turn around. Everyone would be staring up at the statue. They wouldn’t look at her. Still, she didn’t turn.

She just shook her head and walked away, heading toward the graveyard that used to sit behind the temple.

            

    
        030.005 Vacationing - Home Away From Home

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa sat on the living room couch. The cushioned leather seats were a stark contrast compared to everything that existed outside her transplanted house. Padding just wasn’t much of a real thing in Lyria. They tried. The people of this world definitely tried. And they even tried in different ways. Some inns or homes used straw stuffed into burlap-like sacks. Yzhemal’s inn, perhaps because of the many sheep that the village tended to, filled their beds with wool. Alyssa wasn’t sure how the palace softened the beds in the guest rooms, but they came the closest to Earth comfort.

It was a welcome change. Not just from being on the road from Lyria to Teneville, but from the world itself. Alyssa had visited Earth a few times, but that had been a while ago now. And only the first visit had really provided the opportunity to relax. The second visit had provided some good food, but that was it. The final visit had just been disastrous no matter how she tried to look at it.

Because of that final visit, she had been somewhat apprehensive approaching this version of her house. But this was the version of her house that she knew. Her room hadn't been torn apart. The bed was still in its right place. Her dresser was full of her clothes. The fridge, food, and other supplies were just how she had left it all that time ago. It was more familiar than the real thing, oddly enough.

She had been surprised at how little it had changed. Aside from the one pane of broken glass at the front door, which had been broken by the burglars, everything was intact. Even the thin bit of saran wrap and tin foil she had taped to the hole hadn’t been damaged. Either nobody from Teneville ever hiked a day south of their town and no wild creatures or monsters cared about a giant house out in the middle of nowhere or Tenebrael had done something to ward off most things. Judging by how Izsha had been hesitant to approach until Alyssa specifically told it that it was okay to get closer, Alyssa was betting on the latter option.

Still, aside from some vines climbing up the side of the house, it was pretty much exactly how she had left it.

A part of her wondered why she had ever left. The cool air conditioning kept the heat of the day away. A movie was playing on a much larger screen than her phone. She had even popped some microwave popcorn for herself and Fela. Mostly Fela, as the hellhound wound up eating practically the entire bowl in only a few handfuls.

Which, really, was the best part about having left the house. Alyssa didn’t regret venturing out into the real world in the slightest. It had been scary at times, but she had also had a fair amount of fun. If not for venturing out, she wouldn’t have Fela chomping on expired food, packages included, at the moment. Her feet wouldn’t be resting on Kasita’s lap. She never would have met Tzheitza, Irulon, or any of the others. Sure, she could have done without the Taker and the Juno Federation. The demons too, though those jerks had been as close as Teneville.

It was entirely possible that destroying Tenebrael’s temple had been in the demon’s plan book for a while now. If Alyssa were a demon disgruntled with the lack of effectiveness of her plague because of faith in Tenebrael, destroying the temple would have been a very high priority. Taken in that light, destroying the temple at the same time as she had met with the demon might have actually been coincidence. If not coincidence, then perhaps as a direct attack against Alyssa in an attempt to weaken her faith in Tenebrael.

Alyssa wasn’t sure that she actually had faith in Tenebrael to begin with. At least not in her existence. In Alyssa’s opinion, the concept of faith required a lack of proof. It required belief despite uncertainty. And Alyssa was absolutely certain that Tenebrael existed. That wasn’t faith.

But it probably worked to the same effect as far as demonic infection was concerned. Or perhaps her connection to Tenebrael had washed away any initial infection that she might have acquired after contacting that demon. Either way, Fela hadn’t complained about her smelling like demons, so Alyssa wasn’t too worried.

“I don’t get it.”

Alyssa blinked, lifting her head from the couch’s armrest to look at Kasita. “Get it?” she said slowly, completely confused as to what the mimic was talking about. “Get what?”

“This movie.”

Blinking again, Alyssa turned her head to find green text scrolling up the screen. “Oh. It’s over.”

“I mean, it was neat when those people turned into those guys with sunglasses—it reminded me of myself—but all the plugging into computers is a bit confusing. Maybe there is some human element to it that I’m missing.”

“Probably the computer element, really.”

“I know what a computer is.”

“Yeah, but you only know from an abstract point of view. You’ve never really interacted with a computer aside from my phone, and my phone isn’t like the things in the movie at all.” Alyssa pulled her feet off Kasita, sitting up on the couch properly. “What did you think, Fela?”

The hellhound jerked, eyes snapping over as she slowly pulled a sharp nail from the giant tub of peanut butter that had been sitting in the closet for who knew how long. Her black fur around her claw was matted brown. “It’s good,” she said, running a tongue along her claw. “Is there more?”

“Well, the next two movies aren’t that good and would probably just be more confusing.”

“I meant this stuff,” she said, waving the tub around.

“I know,” Alyssa said, dropping her head back to the armrest. There could be another thing of peanut butter in the pantry, but Alyssa might want a jelly sandwich at some point, so she didn’t mention it. Not just yet.

Instead, she stood and walked over to the side window. It was still night out. Or rather, it was early morning not long before the sun would rise. She couldn’t actually see the statue in the distance—thankfully, as she didn’t know that she would be able to relax all that well with Tenebrael’s giant eyes peering over the hilltop—but the light from the halo and the magic circle gripped in the statue’s hand did coat the edges of the horizon in that strange black-white light. It wasn’t as bright as a real halo, which was probably a good thing. The entire land south of the mountains would be permanently washed in daylight if that were the case.

“Think the others will get here soon?”

“You didn’t actually tell them that you were leaving.”

“I figured they would notice and guess where I went.” She could have sent a message, but at the same time, she had been enjoying herself. When her mother and Irulon inevitably arrived, she wasn’t sure that she would be able to relax around them. “Also, I just couldn’t stick around there anymore. I don’t even want to see how Lazhar and Yzhemal will look at me if we ever see each other again.”

“Ufu~ Not planning on going back?”

“Not if I can help it. Ugh.” Obviously, if another demon were to show up, she would help out. But Fela had run around the entire village several times and hadn’t smelled anything wrong. And now, with Tenebrael’s giant face greeting the village every morning and night, it was hard to imagine that there would be a second incident.

Though whether or not the village remained populated was another matter entirely. The people here were highly religious. More than anyone else, as far as Alyssa could tell. But if she had lived here, she would definitely be making plans to move somewhere else. Even if that somewhere was just the first village north of the mountain pass.

Alyssa tensed as she heard the front door creak open. One hand drifted to the pistol holstered at her hip as she pushed herself off the couch with the other hand. It took Kasita resting a hand on her arm for her to realize her heart was hammering.

There was nothing to worry about. This was Nod, not Earth. She had magic, she had looted more guns from the gun safe, and she had allies. It wouldn’t matter if a burglar, assassin, or even demon walked around the corner. She… They would deal with it.

It wasn’t any of the three. Alyssa knew it wouldn’t be. Even before she recognized that familiar cadence to the heavy footsteps, she knew that there hadn’t been anything to worry about. The house had been untouched for months. Obviously no one would disturb it now.

Sure enough, her mother stepped around the corner, looking wide-eyed and bewildered. Her fingers brushed over the calendar that hung on the fridge—date still unchanged from when the house had been transplanted to this world several months ago. It took her two steps into the kitchen before she noticed Alyssa standing near the couch. She started for a moment before her face softened.

“You had us worried, you know? Running off like that…”

“I’m alright mom,” Alyssa said, slumping back down onto the couch. “I just… I’m sure you can understand why I wanted to get away from those people.”

“You could have said something,” she said as she walked closer. Only when she crossed over the linoleum dining room onto the carpet of the family room did she seem to notice that there were others in the room. “Kasita,” she said with a nod of her head. “And Fela?”

“Hi,” the hellhound said, waving a peanut butter-covered paw.

Lisa wrinkled her nose.

“She smelled me leaving and followed after,” Alyssa said, answering a question that her mother might not have even had. “We put on a few movies, though I think I fell asleep for most of them.”

“At least you got some sleep.”

“Yeah… So, what happened in the town? I didn’t really stick around to see them get over their initial shock and awe.”

Lisa leaned up against the side of the couch—the couch without Fela—and sighed. “The one with the funny hat—”

“Lazhar.”

“Yeah. Him. He declared that the next three days would be purely for celebration. Then he brought out big kegs on a cart and stared pouring ale for everyone that asked.”

“That… sounds like him, I suppose. Maybe a bit subdued compared to what I was expecting, but I guess I don’t really know what I was expecting.”

“I believe this village is going to have a boom in population in around nine months.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together, searching for the joke in her mother’s eyes. A joke she couldn’t find. “Okay. Maybe a bit less subdued. I think I’m glad I left.”

Lisa nodded slowly. “I could have gone without witnessing an orgy. At first, I thought you were a part of it all. I’m much happier now knowing that you came here to watch movies with your sister and…” She trailed off, looking to Fela.

Alyssa waited, but she never finished the sentence. It wasn’t that her mother disliked Fela. She just didn’t know how to act around monsters. Kasita was easy, she looked like a human and acted like one. She was amicable and good natured. Fela was good natured too, in Alyssa’s opinion, but her appearance definitely made some people act strangely. Alyssa might have even been intimidated if she hadn’t met all those other monsters. Compared to a gaunt, Fela was just a fluffy little puppy.

She could only hope that her mother would never have to encounter a gaunt.

“What about Brakkt and Irulon… Or maybe I don’t want to know what they did.”

“Irulon was with me. She expressed, in quite harsh words, how disappointed she was in the disrespectful behavior of the town. I think she was tempted to do something, but we ended up retreating to the inn… where she sat by the window all night, not sleeping as far as I could tell. She was just watching that… statue you made.”

“Tenebrael made it. I didn’t want to make a goth parody of the Statue of Liberty.”

Lisa just shrugged. “Don’t know what happened to Brakkt. He showed up a half hour ago, a bit worried that two of his draken were missing. He was going to Message you, but Irulon took a wild guess and said that you would be here with the draken.”

Alyssa leaned to the side, glancing around her mother. There were no princes or princesses standing around, making her raise her eyebrow. “So, you came alone?”

“I don’t really know why, but they’re having trouble coming closer. Even Irulon was confused.”

“Oh. Izsha, Fela, and Dasca were having that problem too. I just said that it was alright to go closer and the problem went away.” Alyssa stretched and yawned, unable to help herself. She probably hadn’t gotten nearly as much sleep as she should have. “Guess I should go invite them in too, huh?”

“Probably,” Lisa said, turning away from Alyssa. She looked around the room, eyes mostly drifting. Every so often, she would pause on something. The photograph from Egypt. A vase on the end table with a gold-dipped rose. A family photograph from a few years back. “This is… surreal.”

Her voice was soft. A whisper under her breath. Alyssa wasn’t sure if she was supposed to have heard it, but she did.

“Just when I thought I was getting used to this world, we come here.”

Alyssa nodded slowly, not sure at all what to say. Alyssa didn’t really find the house itself to be surreal. Maybe that was because she had started out in it and knew it well enough. But if she closed her eyes for a moment and then really looked, she could almost forget that she had ever left at all.

Which just made the presence of Fela and Kasita all the stranger.

Shaking her head, she headed out to the front door. Before she even opened it, she could see a few draken and a few humans puzzling about why they couldn’t get much closer than about a hundred feet away. It was a bit odd to see Irulon walk forward only to hesitate, look around like she had forgotten why she had come in the first place, then turn back to Brakkt.

Deciding to pull them out of their misery, Alyssa headed out. She didn’t need to go all the way. About halfway to them, she cupped her hands around her mouth and called out. “It’s alright, you can come on in.”

Shaking her head, Irulon hesitated. But, one step followed another. Like the spell was broken, she walked right up to Alyssa without any of that hesitation or forgetfulness.

“Hm.”

“That’s it? Hm?”

“I have the weirdest headache right now.”

“Well, we have acetaminophen inside. Come on. Brakkt as well. Unfortunately, the draken will not fit inside. I think Izsha and Dasca headed to that lake that’s a ways behind the house.”

“Acetaminophen?”

“Medicine. Or a drug. It’s good with headaches. Makes them fade away after about thirty minutes. Come on,” Alyssa said with a gesturing wave back to the house. “You might not have been able to experience your visit to Earth, but you wouldn’t have seen much more than what is inside this house anyway. It’s a little slice of another world.”

After a woozy shake of her head, Irulon started following. Brakkt and Tess followed along as well, the former looking around with mild caution while the latter just walked in Irulon’s wake with her hands clasped together. Alyssa opened the door, but Irulon paused out on the front porch.

“These plants, I don’t recognize them.”

Following Irulon’s gaze, Alyssa found herself staring at the little potted plant shoved into the corner of the porch. For having been neglected for over two months, the plant was doing surprisingly well. There weren’t any flowers blooming on it, but Alyssa could honestly not recall if it was even the kind of plant that produced flowers. But its leafs were large and thick in a roughly triangular shape.

“Can’t help you,” Alyssa said with a shrug. “My dad was the one who tended to all the plants and the garden. Maybe my mom knows? I doubt it.”

“Hm.” Irulon’s eyes lingered a moment longer, making Alyssa wonder if she saw something magical or useful in the plant, before she turned to the rest of the house. Her eyes quickly found the broken pane of glass that Alyssa had patched up. She stayed looking at that long enough that Alyssa wondered if she should say something about it, but ended up moving on to the doorbell.

It was an intercom system, one of the cheap ones without a camera. No one had actually used the voice part of the intercom in years. The only use the entire system got was ringing the doorbell through the speakers set in each of the bedrooms. Well, ringing most of the bedrooms. Alyssa had kept her volume turned all the way down unless she was expecting a package.

Deciding to show it off, Alyssa tapped the button. With the door open, the chime was clearly audible from the front porch.

“It lets us know we have visitors even when we’re on the opposite side of the house.”

“They don’t use your phones to contact you? I thought everyone in your world had them.”

“Not everyone everyone, but sometimes visitors will be unexpected, or have no way of knowing how to contact us by phone. So we have the doorbell.” Alyssa didn’t think that it was that strange a concept, but Irulon was staring with her draconic eyes. Here in Nod, Irulon would have a servant replace the function of a doorbell. Well, Earth had butlers and live-in maids that might have performed the same function, but they weren’t prevalent in modern society. Especially not among the low to middle class. Peasants here wouldn’t need doorbells, really, because most houses were single-room. Shops like Tzheitza’s should have used actual bells rather than the modern electronic equivalent, but now that she thought about it, the potion shop had nothing of the sort.

Irulon reached out and tapped the tip of her finger against the button.

The chime rang again, identical to the first time. Except, an indistinguishable shout from Lisa accompanied the noise.

Before Irulon could ask how it worked or push the button again, Alyssa grabbed her arm and started guiding her into the house. “If that’s a shocker, wait until you see the rest of the place. I’m sure there are tons of little things I don’t even notice as being strange that you’ll like. And…” Alyssa turned to Brakkt and Tess. “If you don’t want a tour, Fela and Kasita are sitting in one of the rooms. They got to look around last night. I’m sure there is some edible food from my world to entertain you. There is usually a tub of ice cream in the freezer, though it might be a bit freezer burned after two months.”

“Actually, I would prefer a tour.”

“I will stay by Princess Irulon’s side.”

“Alright,” Alyssa said, nodding slowly to each of them. “My house isn’t nearly the size of the palace’s first floor, so this won’t take long.”

After five minutes of trying to get Irulon to stop flicking the lights on and off, Alyssa decided that she had never said a more ignorant statement in her entire life.
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                It was a good thing that Alyssa’s home was relatively large. Brakkt and Irulon each had their own rooms, with Brakkt staying in Clark’s old room and Irulon in the basement guest room. Tess had to sleep on the couch downstairs, but she seemed happy enough with the situation. Compared to using the tents during the trip down to Teneville, a couch in a climate controlled environment was enough to get her to stop making odd glares out of the corner of her eye whenever Alyssa was around.

So that was nice.

Of course, both Fela and Kasita had decided that they would sleep in Alyssa’s room. Well, Kasita didn’t really sleep. She had taken to using Clark’s old computer to explore Earth culture. Which Alyssa was fine with.

Once upon a time, Alyssa would never have been able to fall asleep with other people in the room. Especially with one making noise. A few months on Nod had fixed that. She had somehow gotten to the point where, no matter the situation, she would fall asleep within ten minutes of lying down.

Though, things felt… off. She wasn’t quite sure why. She didn’t think it had anything to do with demons or Tenebrael. But something about the situation was just…

She would have to think more on exactly what was wrong.

For the time being, Alyssa went through her morning rituals almost like she had never left Earth. A quick shower, a bowl of cereal, and even a bit of news on the television. Not that any of the news really mattered. They wouldn’t be talking about anything she cared about. Maybe if she had made it home right after her last visit to Earth, but she hadn’t. Her phone could get some news on it, but she had honestly been too frightened to look anything up. Now, they just talked about usual morning news stuff. Traffic conditions. The weather. Some vaguely inspiring story about an elementary schooler selling lemonade and not getting arrested for not having a permit.

Really, Alyssa had never been one for news.

In taking her cereal bowl back to the kitchen, she paused at the back window. Brakkt and Ensou were standing out by the edge of the lake. Ensou was lying down in the grass, tail thwacking against the ground every now and again. Brakkt was half standing, half sitting on Ensou’s side, staring out toward the water. And not just staring.

Dropping off her bowl at the sink, Alyssa spent a moment digging through some of her brother’s gear before slipping on some boots and heading out.

The lake was a short distance away from the house. Not too far. Maybe as much as a full two minutes of very casual walking. Really, if not for Ensou being so large, she might not have even noticed Brakkt from the house. It wasn’t like he was in his armor at the moment. Rather, he wore something resembling a bath robe. One hiked up around his knees.

Which made sense. As Alyssa got closer, she realized that he and Ensou were both partially in the lake water. A fairly thick string of woven hemp had been tied around Ensou’s tail. Every time the draken moved its tail, it rippled through the water out for quite a distance. Maybe as far as fifty yards out, though that was pure eyeballing it. Alyssa had a feeling that she knew what they were doing, but wouldn’t be able to say for certain without asking.

“Fishing?”

Ensou raised its head just enough to angle one of its eyes in her direction while Brakkt looked over his shoulder. The way he looked, Alyssa felt a bit bad. Had he been sleeping while standing up against Ensou’s side? But he didn’t seem upset with her presence. Instead, Brakkt nodded. “I thought I’d see if I couldn’t get a few for us and the draken.” He looked over Alyssa, mostly at the rod she had over her shoulder. “What have you got there?”

“A fishing rod. I, uh, thought I saw you with one from back at the house, but it might have just been the light gleaming off the surface of the water.”

“Can’t say I’ve fished with such a device. It looks like an elf designed it.”

Alyssa looked the rod over. He was probably talking about the reel because… yeah, it was a fairly complex bit of spinning technology. Or rather, it probably wasn’t that complex compared to some things on modern Earth, but if someone asked Alyssa to build one, she would give them a blank look.

“Well, I can’t say I’ve ever fished with a draken tail, so I guess we’re even,” she said with a smile. “Mind if I join you? I’ve been thinking that I need to work on wilderness survival skills. While I’ve fished before, gutting and preparing fish for eating isn’t something I’ve done before.”

“You’ve fished, but you haven’t eaten fish?”

“No. I’ve eaten fish. Just not one that I caught myself. Back in my world, the majority of people get their fish precut and prepared from our… markets. In fact, I doubt even ten percent of people have gone fishing, but a lot more have eaten fish. Large boats will cast nets as big as the boat into the ocean, catching fish by the thousands. They then deliver those fish to processing centers for preparation and distribution to the markets.”

“The more I hear of your world, the stranger it seems. Even your home,” he said, turning slightly to see all the way back to the house, “it doesn’t use any magic, but it feels like it does. The cool air, the fridge, the television and computer. It is quite fantastical.”

“I wonder if I shouldn’t bring Guillem out here and see what she makes of all the technology.” Based on how she acted when Jason showed her the designs for the steam tractor, she would probably faint at the thought that humans created all that without magic or help from elves. “But Jason probably needs to give her a primer on electricity first. For now, mind if I join you in fishing?”

“First, Ensou, let’s see if we caught anything.”

As Brakkt stopped leaning against Ensou’s midsection, the draken got to its feet. After shaking a bit of moisture off its side, it started walking back toward the house. The hemp rope, still tied to its tail, pulled with it.

After a short few feet, Alyssa realized that the rope wasn’t just a single long rope. It had several others tied to it periodically. Each of the extra ropes were only a few inches long, maybe as much as a foot in extreme cases. And each was tipped with a hook.

Soon enough, a fish came out, attached to the end of one of the smaller hemp ropes. Another fish came out. And another. By the time Ensou had pulled the rope all the way out, Alyssa had counted up sixteen fish. Considering that Brakkt had really just been sitting around and Ensou had just thumped its tail a few times, it seemed like a pretty good haul. Though that might depend on exactly how long he had been out here.

“When did you start fishing?”

“The break of dawn.”

“Wow.” That had been about two hours ago now. Not the longest time for fishing—in fact, over a dozen fish in two hours was probably a fairly decent rate judging by the very few times she had gone fishing with her father and brother—but that wasn’t what she found surprising. “I can’t believe you and Irulon are related. She didn’t get up until well after noon yesterday.”

As he knelt down to pull the fish from his fishing line, dropping them into a wicker basket, he nodded with a small sigh. “I am quite used to waking and sleeping at a moment’s notice. On outings, it can be vital to get whatever little sleep possible. My sister, on the other hand, would choose to simply stay awake for days at a time if the option to sleep for a while never presented itself.”

“I think I’m more like you than Irulon. In that respect, anyway.” Looking over the basket of fish, Alyssa had to wonder if she should even bother catching her own.

But, as soon as Brakkt finished pulling the fish from the rope, Ensou waded out into the water, moving in a long arc to avoid getting caught in it. Making it back to the shore, Ensou flopped over. Brakkt, once again, resumed leaning up against the large draken.

So Alyssa decided to show Brakkt how her fishing pole worked. Mostly the reel. The whole thing seemed a bit curious to him.

“You only catch one fish at a time? Even without Ensou, I would have propped up a long rod of wood on some sticks and tied the hemp and hooks to that, leaving it for some time while I took care of other things.”

“It’s a very modern fishing rod. Because of those markets I just mentioned, this kind of thing is more for sport or relaxation than it is for surviving off caught fish.”

He didn’t seem all that impressed. So, after attaching an artificial lure—she didn’t have any live bait, but it didn’t look like he did either—she gave the rod a swing of her arms.

And nearly hooked Brakkt.

“Sorry,” Alyssa said, face burning with embarrassment. At least he had quick reactions. If he hadn’t ducked… “It’s been a few years. I’ll just… move over here for a moment.”

Brakkt watched her go, slightly more wary than before.

Alyssa couldn’t even look at him as she moved to get herself some extra space.

Closing her eyes, she tried to remember all the steps. Dangle a few inches. Hold the line against the rod. Open the bail. Right. She had forgotten that fairly critical step. Point forward, then bring the rod vertical. The movement was all in the elbows and wrists. No shoulder swinging. Halfway back to the lake, let go of the line.

It took three more tries to get a good cast. She didn’t even try to catch a fish for another ten casts, deciding to just practice getting the line out into the lake. Alyssa headed back toward Brakkt only once she was sure that she wasn’t going to embarrass herself further. Even then, she could almost feel him eying her.

Not wanting to get her line tangled up in Brakkt’s hemp rope, Alyssa cast off at a bit of an angle.

When it sailed perfectly, plopping into the water without hooking into any people, Alyssa let out a small sigh of relief.

Now she just had to remember how to actually set the hook in the fish that bit and keep them from getting away.

After another two hours, she had allowed several fish to escape, snapped her line twice, and managed to catch one beefy fish. It wasn’t as large as the largest of Brakkt’s fish, but it would have kept her fed for a day or three if needed.

Of course, Ensou had to show her up by pulling in the hemp rope line, bringing up another dozen fish all at once.

Still, for her first time fishing in years, Alyssa was fairly happy with her catch. Now she just needed to know what to do with it.

Thankfully, Brakkt was more than willing to show her. After wrapping up his hemp rope, he selected three fish from his bounty, leaving the rest for Ensou to distribute among the others. As he and Alyssa started back to the house, she couldn’t help but ask, “What if Ensou decides to not distribute them all?”

“Ensou might be the largest of the draken, but even he will find himself having a bad time with the others mad at him.” With a look over his shoulder and a mild shrug. “Even if Ensou eats the entire bunch, it’s not like the others will starve. They can fend for themselves, whether that be through trying to snap up some fish or hunting in the forest. I gave them free reign to do whatever they wanted so long as they keep away from Teneville.”

Back at the house, Brakkt dropped the fish off on the patio table. Just before Alyssa could run inside to grab a few knives, he went and pulled a pair out, offering one to her. “You said you haven’t ever sliced up fish? Watch closely.”

Alyssa did so. With his guidance, she managed what was a fairly decent job of cleaning and gutting the fish. It took about a half hour to do so. For her. After taking a few minutes to show her exactly what to do, Brakkt whipped through his three fish much faster than she managed.

A few minutes in, Fela popped her head out. Her paw-like hands weren’t really the best at turning modern doorknobs. Lots of doors in Lyria were more of a handle style, making them easier for her to open. As such, Lisa had to come over and open the door.

Like letting the dog out.

The hellhound didn’t say a word. She came out of the house, right up to the porch table, and squatted down. The little flames from her eyes were just barely above the top of the table. She sat there, staring. Unmoving. Watching.

Right up until Alyssa dropped the knife on the fish, slicing its head clean off. As she tossed it over her shoulder, the hellhound jumped into the air and caught it in her mouth.

Alyssa could only shake her head.

“Having fun out here?”

“I don’t know if fun is the right word, but I’m getting the hang of it. How does fresh fish sound tonight?”

“Not like we had anything planned. Though, I am going to open the safes and go over all our weapons. Make sure they are cleaned, well maintained, and otherwise ready to go.”

“Ah.” Alyssa looked up to where her mother stood in the open door, shaking her hands to get some of the fish guts off. “Aside from the ones I took, they shouldn’t have been touched.”

Lisa pressed her lips together. “I found a shotgun and a rifle lying on the floor of my closet.”

Alyssa winced. “Oh. Well, in my defense, I found myself in a whole new world and, when I was getting the guns out, I think I was distracted by an angel threatening to kill me.”

“Don’t let it happen again.”

“You’d think she would be a little more understanding,” Alyssa mumbled as the door shut with her mother on the opposite side.

Brakkt gave a low chuckle. “That sounded quite kind, actually. You should have heard Irulon after I borrowed one of her books. I don’t think I’m ever going to get within reaching distance of her bookshelf ever again.”

“I could see that,” Alyssa said, setting down her knife. She was pretty sure that she was done. Brakkt’s sliced up fish looked quite a bit better than hers. Not in terms of fish quality, but just in the presentation. His cuts were cleaner and obviously more practiced. “Hey, since my mom is getting them out, you want to try shooting a gun? I promised Kasita that she could as well. And maybe even keep one as long as she doesn’t go flying every time she tries to fire one.”

“Is that an actual concern when firing a gun?”

“For Kasita, yes. Her body doesn’t have much mass. But I have watched regular humans smack themselves in the face before due to the power of some guns. Or because they were unprepared.” Alyssa looked down to the fish on the table. “Shall we hand these off to Tess for actual cooking? Or did you want to do that too?”

“I’ve cooked fish before, but I’ve never handled a weapon from your world.”

“Excellent.”

It took the better part of an hour to get everything set up. Alyssa had to wash her hands. Irulon wanted to try as well. Lisa wasn’t going to let people fire guns for the first time without her supervision. Alyssa had to wash her hands. Targets had to be set out, one spinner target and two pieces of plywood with posters of zombies on top. Gun selection had to be made as well. A tiny lightweight .22 pistol for Kasita. Larger pistols and revolvers for everyone else. Even a fairly heavy assault rifle, civilian version.

And Alyssa had to wash her hands.

Even after three washes with soap and hot water, they still smelled like fish guts.

Lisa got started with ground rules. No pointing at anything but the ground or the targets. Keep fingers off the triggers. Guns should always be treated as if they were loaded. Not to remove ear protection. “Do not look down the barrel, Princess Irulon.” And other such warnings.

Kasita, as it turned out, could hit exactly what she wanted to hit. Rapid fire was, however, impossible. Even with the tiny rounds, she still stumbled back with every shot. While her accuracy was impressive, Alyssa could tell that she was deeply dissatisfied with the situation as a whole. It wasn’t anything specific that she did. Just that her excitement at first being handed the pistol drained rapidly with every shot.

A heavier pistol would increase her inertia, but all the other pistols shot larger caliber bullets, which tended to have more force and more recoil. Besides that, while Kasita might be able to hold a heavier pistol, carrying one around just wasn’t going to be a thing she could do.

Alyssa moved right up behind her, holding her shoulders to help steady her. “If you found a wall to stand against, it might work out,” she said after Kasita managed two shots without needing a complete reset between them. “Though, it might limit your disguise ability if you’re carrying that around all the time.”

“Yeah,” Kasita said with a sigh. “Maybe it’s best to just stick with magic. When I asked for a gun of my own, I hadn’t realized that I would be allowed to make my own spell cards.”

Honestly, that was probably for the best.

Irulon was next in line. Her first two shots missed entirely. Test shots, she claimed.

Alyssa scoffed.

But only at first.

After that, Irulon didn’t miss once. Even moving rapidly from target to target, she hit everything she aimed at. Both eyes were black with those white rings, so she was clearly using the dragon to cheat a bit. But Alyssa couldn’t argue against its effectiveness. In fact, Alyssa imagined that, even riding full speed on a draken, Irulon would be able to hit everything perfectly.

In contrast, her older brother was far more normal. It was like how Alyssa had acted her first time shooting guns. In fact, it was almost eerily similar. Right down to Lisa standing just behind him with her arms crossed, watching as he hit the larger zombie targets, but without the head-shot accuracy that Irulon and Kasita had displayed.

Alyssa fired off a few rounds of her own and was quite pleased with her accuracy. She didn’t do too much. While they had a decent stockpile of ammunition, that was quite literally all the ammunition in the world. Barring Tenebrael descending, bearing gifts of bullets or Alyssa figuring out how to use Tenebrael’s magic to accomplish the same task, wasting it all by shooting targets just wasn’t that great an idea.

So they finished up after only an hour of shooting. Both Irulon and Brakkt tried out a few of the different guns. Irulon even managed to ricochet a bullet off the metal plates of the spinner target and into one of the zombie heads.

The end verdict from both royals was that magic was more versatile. Brakkt’s sword, with the enchantments on it, actually helped him fight. It was too much of an advantage to give up for a weapon that, while long range, would probably not significantly harm most monsters that were dangerous enough to warrant trying to use them. Irulon thought that she might be able to make better use of a gun than her brother, but wanted to investigate possible magical enhancements to the devices. Or set a team of Observatorium students to do the same as her own time was limited to the point where she wasn’t that interested.

Regardless of whether or not they wanted a gun for their own uses, Lisa marched everyone back to the house for a round of dismantling and cleaning.

Which, if anything, only convinced them that guns were not worth it. They were much harder to clean than swords.

Alyssa was fairly happy, however.

The strong scent of gunpowder overpowered the smell of fish.
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                Waking up in her own bed should have been a familiar comfort.

It wasn’t.

She had figured it out. What had been bothering her.

The lack of familiarity wasn’t just because she had a hellhound curled up at the foot of her bed. Kasita sitting in the chair, playing a game on Clark’s old computer wasn’t the problem either. They were certainly differences to what she remembered, but they weren’t the real problem. Maybe contributors. But, in some strange way, they were actually the most familiar aspects of waking up.

It was the soft bed, the air conditioning, the blankets that didn’t scratch at her skin. Even after three days of using the house as some kind of vacation home, Alyssa still wasn’t reacclimated to all the comforts. Perhaps that was a good thing. Their vacation was over. It was time to head back to Lyria. Back to the hard and lumpy beds, the utter lack of taste in food, hot days and cold nights…

Maybe she was going to miss modern comforts.

Maybe Jason could switch away from farming equipment and start making advancements in the electricity and textile industries. With magic, it probably wouldn’t be too difficult to get something up and running in only a year or two.

And wasn’t that a depressing thought. The last time Alyssa had been to her home… This home… She had thought that she would be back on Earth in months. A quick trip to Lyria, a look through their magic books, then back to her real home. Now it was quickly approaching a quarter of a year on this world and home was really no closer. In fact, it might even be further now than it ever had been. Tenebrael’s vanishing changed things.

That wasn’t perfectly true. With her connection to Tenebrael and the granted ability to use more divine magic than most people had access to, certain paths were open to her that couldn’t be found in the Observatorium’s books. The statue of Tenebrael down in Teneville was just one such example. She doubted that anyone in this world could have built it in seconds the way that she had. In fact, she wasn’t even sure that preparation would have helped much.

Alyssa had yet to witness a large-scale ritual in person—something along the lines of whatever spell put the dragon’s soul into Irulon’s head—but she knew that they required months of research and development. Even if Irulon wanted to put another dragon into her, or into someone else, she would have to start almost from scratch all over again. Large scale rituals were fickle, apparently. They interacted with far more variables than more standard spells used. The circles and Enochian used to describe the effect had to be reworked to fit with new environments and objects.

And Alyssa could cast those kind of rituals—those miracles—as easily as she could toss a fireball across the room, while connected to Tenebrael.

Well, not quite that easily. No matter how much Alyssa wanted, she couldn’t just wave her hands and conjure up a box of cereal or a hamburger. It seemed like something she should be able to do since Tenebrael had created all that food for her the first time she revisited Earth. But the words just didn’t come. Even trying to make up a prayer-like spell on her own did nothing.

It was probably the prayer breeds dependency thing again. Tenebrael didn’t like to answer prayers for that reason. Or so she had said. In reality, it was probably just that she was an extremely lazy angel.

As Alyssa showered and dressed for the day, she tried to think up similar things. Miracles that she might be able to cast. Or that Tenebrael would help her cast. Healing was a big one that she wanted to do, but also one she hadn’t been willing to try. No one was injured and, while Irulon might be willing to destroy a table to test Tenebrael’s magic, Alyssa wasn’t willing to chop off Tess’ arm in the hopes that she could get a finicky miracle to work.

For some reason, Alyssa just had this feeling that anything less wouldn’t be worth the bother. She couldn’t just give herself a paper cut then try to heal it.

After drying off her hair, Alyssa got back into her room with no new ideas. Or rather, she had tons of ideas, but none she thought Tenebrael would be willing to help with. The temple and the light had been revitalizing faith in her followers. Definitely something she would do. The table had been a bit more iffy, but she had probably allowed it to bolster Alyssa’s confidence enough to fix the statue. If Alyssa destroyed another table, Tenebrael probably wouldn’t care.

So she needed something large. Something important. Possibly something that would help her followers.

Sighing, she leaned on the back of Kasita’s chair, watching the girl play some game. It was Clark’s old computer. After he had left for college, Alyssa moved it into her room, though she didn’t often use it. Games really weren’t her thing. For a while, she had used it for her own essays and papers, but then she had stopped attending classes. It had collected dust ever since. “You’ve been playing this all night?”

“Not this specifically,” she said, blasting the… wall?

Oh, Alyssa thought, watching as a hole opened up to another section of the game world. Clark tried to get me to play this one.

Kasita jumped through, falling through the air only to shoot another few holes into the world. After passing through several, she wound up flying clear to the other side of the map far up high. That allowed her to shoot a portal against the wall there and walk back to the bottom, pick up a cube, and walk it through the portal.

She was saying something about how the games had given her more insight into Earth human culture, but Alyssa was hardly paying attention. The gears in her head were grinding together. Patting Kasita on the head, she turned and left. Irulon was down in the basement in a small guest room. Just a quick jaunt from Alyssa’s room.

Tess, who had been sleeping on an old couch downstairs, was already awake. Alyssa felt a bit bad about making her sleep on something so uncomfortable, but there wasn’t much choice unless she was going to share Irulon’s bed. The house was large, but not that large. Alyssa didn’t feel too bad, however. The couch was probably more comfortable than what she had at the palace. It was definitely more comfortable than taking a few pelts and sleeping in a tent in the backyard.

Brakkt had taken Clark’s old room.

Ignoring the protest from Tess, Alyssa barged right into the room. It was early in the morning. She well knew Irulon’s sleeping habits.

As such, Alyssa froze with her heart trying to jump from her throat when she found Irulon wide awake in the middle of getting dressed.

“You’re not asleep.”

Irulon, apparently not caring that she had no shirt on, grabbed her tome from the end table and flipped it open. “What’s happened?”

“Oh, um… nothing.” Alyssa turned away. She had seen Irulon nude before, but it was always something of a shock to barge in on someone getting dressed. For a moment, she thought to shut the door and simply wait, but Irulon didn’t seem overly bothered and Alyssa wanted information as soon as possible so that she might start planning a few things.

In turning away, she found Kasita—hand hiding a smile—had followed her down. Tess was glowering from the couch. Perhaps it would have been wise to listen to the latter’s warning. Oh well. Too late now.

“I just had a thought and wanted to ask you a few things. I didn’t think you would be awake already.”

Tossing a glance over her shoulder, Alyssa watched the tension bleed from Irulon’s shoulders. Setting the book back where she had gotten it, she grabbed one of Alyssa’s tees and slipped it on. “Your showers,” she said as she dressed. “They’re quite refreshing. I enjoy the heat and the constant pounding of the water against my skin. I’ll have to see if I can replicate the effect. Physical magics aren’t my specialty, but I doubt it will be that difficult.”

“Shame we don’t have a hot tub.”

“A… hot tub?”

“Basically a bath, but they often have little jets under the water. I’ll show you a video if you want to try copying that too. That’s not what I came to ask though.”

“Perhaps I’ll assemble a team from some Observatorium students,” Irulon mumbled as she did up the button on her shorts. Alyssa preferred pants over shorts even during the heat of summer, but she did own a few pairs that fit Irulon. “What did you want?”

“Is there any magic that you know of that will create… gates. Not like the palace gates, but like a hole in the world that connects two distant locations. Like, say, from here to the palace.”

“Portals.”

“Yes… How did you know the name of—”

“I’ve discussed the concept before with you, though that was in the context of traveling to another world using Kasita or another mimic as the actual portal.”

“Oh right. I do remember that.” Vaguely. It had been when Alyssa had asked Irulon to help fix Kasita’s constant uncontrollable shifting. That had been a while back relative to just about everything else and, at the time, she had been a bit more concerned with Kasita’s wellbeing than using her as a portal.

“From my occasional inspections of Kasita, I believe I have made significant progress on a theory that might lead to accessing the mimic reality, but I’m far from ready enough to actually try anything.”

“That’s okay,” Alyssa said, not at all sure that she wanted to visit a whole other world. Earth was big enough that she probably would never see everything on it even if she had actually been trying for her whole life. Nod was that all over again. A third world would just be superfluous at this point. “I mostly just want to know if there is any way to instantly travel between here and the palace.”

Irulon shook her head slowly. “Not particularly. Nothing that everyone here would be able to use, anyway. We could set up Recall points, but those are single use, one-way, and temporally limited. There is a Time-Fractal spell that will create a tunnel of warped time between two points. My father uses it to travel between Lyria and the Fortress of Pandora in only a few weeks instead of the months it normally takes. But that has to be constantly maintained and, without a powerful enough will, has been known to collapse quite destructively on the tunnel occupants.”

“So, no one would have seen a portal before if I make one?” That fulfilled one of the possible criteria for Tenebrael to help out. Maybe. It would really be a lot easier if Alyssa could just talk to the angel, but she had already tried using Tenebrael’s magic to communicate. It hadn’t worked.

“I don’t know that no one has seen such a thing. There is evidence, mostly apocryphal, that the First City had a massive transportation network capable of moving people vast distances in the blink of an eye. It is speculated that portals like what you described were the method. No recreation has been successful. Are you saying you can do it?” she said with a tattooed eyebrow raised.

“Through Tenebrael all things are possible?”

Irulon crossed her arms, tapping a finger against her elbow over and over. She was probably disappointed in the lack of conviction in Alyssa’s tone. Still, she didn’t argue. She nodded instead. “Your other efforts have been fascinating and enlightening. I look forward to this attempt. Will you be starting soon?”

“I… wasn’t planning on it. But I suppose I should. If it fails, we’ll be taking the draken back to Lyria after all. I wouldn’t want to delay us trying to get this.”

“Hm. I’ve yet to eat,” she said with a glance over Alyssa’s shoulder. Tess made a small noise before rushing up the stairs, probably on her way to prepare something that she was supposed to have made before getting distracted with Alyssa. “So perhaps delay until after that?”

“I haven’t had breakfast either,” Alyssa said.

“Excellent. Let me tell Tess to prepare two portions and then we can discuss some specifics of this portal you want to create. Perhaps that will help make the attempt a success.”

Alyssa doubted it; the whole thing hinged on Tenebrael and whether she was feeling up to literally answering a prayer. The thought brought up old feelings on the matter, about how Alyssa shouldn’t rely on such a fickle angel. But she had gone a month without contact. At this point, she was going to take what she could get.

So Alyssa didn’t complain. She and Irulon headed upstairs and plopped themselves down around the dining table. Tess had taken to using most of the kitchen surprisingly well. Not so much the microwave, probably because she couldn’t stick her hand inside to feel the temperature like she did with the oven. Today’s breakfast was some kind of potato hash. There was an overabundance of ground beef, like everything she cooked for Irulon, but also potatoes and eggs along with some kind of fruit—it was a bit like a mango in taste but a rather interesting shade of green. With the exception of the meat, which had been down in the freezer until recently, it was all supplies that they had brought on the trip. Even refrigerated food items went bad after more than two months of sitting around.

While Tess prepared and served the meal, along with some extra for Brakkt, Fela, Lisa, and herself, the discussion with Irulon went… well. Most went over Alyssa’s head. Not quite so far over as Tenebrael’s mathematics lesson had gone, but it was a similar feeling. It wasn’t like Alyssa had learned nothing of magic, its uses and limitations, and spell construction in the past month. She had. She spent most afternoons at the Observatorium. But she rather imagined the conversation was somewhat similar to a high school student after their first health class trying to talk shop with an experienced neurosurgeon.

What she took away was that portals like what Alyssa wanted to create were theoretically possible. The biggest reason why nobody had truly bothered with them was a matter of permanence. The problem with a spell that required two distant stationary locations was that the locations were not stationary. Earthquakes, though Alyssa had yet to experience one on this planet, were not uncommon. Even smaller-scale shifting of the land would destroy such a spell, requiring recalculation of practically everything from scratch to recreate it. Taking months to create a portal that might destabilize in a week only to have to start all over again was just not worth it.

Alyssa was hoping that Tenebrael would be able to get around that. If she couldn’t… well, Jason was going to work on trains sooner or later. They wouldn’t be portals, but they would help. And they would probably be necessary anyway. If Alyssa really could wave her hands and make portals to anywhere in the world, it would be such a military strategic advantage that they would probably make attempts at keeping them secret from the general populace and potential enemies for as long as possible.

It might be prudent to come up with an excuse about why she couldn’t create too many. Assuming Tenebrael let her create any to begin with. Making one between Lyria and Pandora probably wouldn’t be a terrible idea, but she could already imagine the Pharaoh walking up to her and asking her to make one into the heart of the Juno Federation’s government headquarters. She had no love for them—they had tried to kill her personally a few times and the rest of Lyria several times more. At the same time, most of their citizens were probably just peasants no different from the farmers around Lyria. She would need several assurances that the Pharaoh and the rest of the nobles wouldn’t instigate genocide before she even thought about trying to open a portal there.

“Having second thoughts?” Irulon asked as she tried to pick out bits of fruit from her breakfast. With how finely Tess had chopped everything up and mixed it all together, Irulon wasn’t too successful. That was probably the whole reason Tess had done so in the first place.

Although she started with a shake of her head, Alyssa jerked to a stop and slowly nodded instead. “Just thinking about applications of permanent portals and whether or not they’re a good idea.”

“I believe I know exactly what you mean. But what other people might do is no reason to not do something yourself.”

Alyssa… wasn’t so sure about that. She was almost certain that she could remember a quote from the developers of the nuclear bomb regretting having ever worked on it—though that might have been her imagination; if she remembered, she would try looking it up on her phone later on. Of course, in their case, someone would have developed the nuclear bomb eventually. There were just too many people capable of research and development. In contrast, the Pharaoh was probably the only person truly capable of developing a time bomb—heheh—and, even if he did create a devastating spell, someone else recreating it would be nearly impossible. There were only four Rank Six arcanists in Lyria, if Alyssa included herself. There might be ten total in the entire world. Maybe more, but the vast majority wouldn’t have the magical education necessary to create even a Rank Zero Flame spell.

“But I’m probably getting way ahead of myself. Even if Tenebrael lets me create this one portal, who is to say that she’ll agree to more?”

“Personally,” Irulon said as she finally decided to simply bite the bullet and eat the hash without picking through to get the meat, “I’m less interested in shaving three days off our journey than I am about being able to analyze such a portal. It could lead to clues that might allow us to visit even your world.”

“Don’t say that too loudly or that stu— that angel will never let us try.”

“I’ll keep my expectations low. The portal Kasita creates naturally still needs some studying anyway. Where has that mimic gone anyway?”

Alyssa glanced around. Her mother had come out and was… napping on the couch. Really, if she was that tired, she should have just stayed in bed for another hour. Brakkt had taken a seat at the table as well, facing them and obviously listening in, but he hadn’t said anything aside from a greeting. He was capable of moderately ranked magic, but Alyssa was willing to bet that most of Irulon’s explanation had gone over his head just as much as it had gone over hers.

Kasita was nowhere to be seen. She had been sitting around, but… well, if she had heard Irulon’s comment just now, she probably wouldn’t appear again for a while. Although she liked Irulon, Kasita really did not enjoy being poked and prodded.

“Regardless,” Irulon said. “Shall we try?”

“Might as well. We’ll do it in the backyard, that way the draken will be able to get through if it does work. Oh!” Alyssa perked up, throwing a glance to Brakkt. “If the portal goes straight to the palace stables, they’ll be able to run around out here at any time without worrying the citizens of Lyria!”

He thought for a moment, scratching at his goatee. “It is a security flaw.”

“People can’t approach my house. You and Irulon were trying and failing until I invited you in.”

“Besides,” Irulon chimed in, “I pity the army that marches into the den of a dozen draken.”

Brakkt grumbled a noise that Alyssa was almost positive he had picked up from the draken, but the noise relented soon enough. He gave a nod of his head, waved his hand in dismissal, and went back to his breakfast hash.

“Perfect,” Irulon said as she followed Alyssa outside. “Having it in the palace will provide ample opportunity to study it at my leisure.”

Deciding not to comment on Irulon introducing a security issue to the palace out of laziness—especially because she was complicit too—Alyssa simply took up a stance on the back porch. The portal needed to be close enough to the house that it fell under Tenebrael’s protections, but far enough away that the draken could all maneuver into it without smacking tails through windows.

Stretching a hand out just as she did for the statue, Alyssa felt it. The magic churned inside her, like heating water from lukewarm to a boil. The nails on her fingers turned as black as the space between stars. But no words came to her. The other times when she had tried doing something with angelic magic, the connection between her and Tenebrael had remained in its low-level inert state.

So what did it mean? What she wanted to do was valid, probably. But Tenebrael’s voice wasn’t layering on top of hers to craft a prayer?

Alyssa spent twenty minutes trying various modes of thought. During that time, the others had come and gone. Brakkt stopped by to watch for a few minutes only to wander off to get the draken ready. Tess, after cleaning the kitchen, sat down on the back porch’s swing with Irulon. Lisa came out, shook her head in disappointment a few times, and then wandered back in.

Lowering her arm turned the boil down to a simmer. It was still there, still wanting to be used, but simply less active without her intentions trying to focus it into a miracle. “No words are coming to me,” Alyssa said, wondering if Irulon had any insight.

Irulon hummed, thinking with her eyes a normal violet rather than connected to the dragon. “The other times,” she said after a few minutes of silence. “When you created the light, fixed the table, and created Her statue… Those were the first three times you had asked for her help, correct?”

Alyssa wasn’t sure that she would phrase it like that, but for the sake of continuing Irulon’s line of thought, she nodded.

“They were training you. Teaching you what you need to do to successfully plead for intervention in the future. Administrators at the Observatorium do a similar thing to young and inexperienced students.”

“Teaching me? Teaching me what?”

“Perhaps it is time to craft a prayer to Tenebrael of your own volition, rather than having Tenebrael speak a prayer to Herself.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together into a frown. It… made sense. Tenebrael had talked about baby steps, first showing off one small aspect, such as connecting together, before expanding onto something larger. Or before allowing Alyssa to try for herself. So showing her how to say a prayer before making her do it herself was right up Tenebrael’s alley.

At first, Alyssa scowled at the thought. Even though Alyssa was connected to the angel and wanted to use her to do something, she didn’t actually like the idea of doing it herself. Before, she could have just excused it as Tenebrael forcing her to say something. However, thinking about it a moment longer, Alyssa started nodding.

If she could say whatever she wanted, she would probably have more control over what got done. She doubted that she would be able to conjure up a portal to Earth, but having her own will drive the words had to be better than having Tenebrael do it all for her.

With one final firm nod of her head, Alyssa raised her hand. Her fingernails turned black again, this time, gleaming with that strange black light that Tenebrael’s magic emitted.

“Tenebrael,” Alyssa said, speaking completely on her own. “Please grant… me a boon. A gateway between this home and the Lyrian palace draken stables. A permanent portal so that your servants might traverse the land swiftly and safely.”

Light blossomed from her extended hand.

A mystic circle.
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                “Oh good. The palace isn’t on fire,” Kasita said as she emerged from the portal.

Alyssa and Irulon, the only other two through the portal at the moment, stopped and stared. They certainly were in the palace. It certainly wasn’t on fire. As soon as everyone else was through the portal, a full three days of travel time would have been sliced off their journey.

That wasn’t the best part, in Alyssa’s opinion. The best part of the portal was that she didn’t have to go past Teneville again. The only reason she could think of to return would be for the tomatoes if she wanted to open a pizza parlor. And for that, she could probably send some merchant to gather them up. If the tomatoes were growing at all. With everything that had happened and her avoiding the brothers, she hadn’t actually found out how they were doing.

But that was an aside. “I’m glad that the palace isn’t on fire, but is there a reason you mention it?”

“Ufu! You were gone, I was gone, Irulon was gone, Brakkt was gone, all the draken and Fela too. I figured we would come back to find the city in ruins.”

Irulon huffed a scoff. “Please. Lyria has stood for hundreds of years. Well before you were born or Alyssa came to this world—”

“It would be before I was born too.”

“—And it will be standing long after we are gone. Just because we’ve been involved in a few incidents, don’t get it into your head that we are overly special. Well,” Irulon paused with a glance to Alyssa before focusing on Kasita again. “You and I aren’t special, at least.”

Alyssa wanted to protest the treatment, but couldn’t. Her eyes were glowing with Tenebrael’s power. Even in a world of monsters and magic, that was still extremely unique. She didn’t feel special, but it was quite obvious even to her that, from anyone else’s perspective, something was strange about her.

“Or maybe,” Kasita said with a hand half covering her smile. “Maybe since we got back a few days early, the destruction just hasn’t started yet.”

“Please don’t jinx it,” Alyssa said with a mild groan.

“You could just put the palace back together.”

“I’d rather not test such things.” Especially because the last thing had wound up turning into a giant statue of Tenebrael. Doing the same to the palace would not be appreciated.

Probably.

Before she could say as much, a splash of water came from the portal. Not actual water. Just the sound. Lisa stepped through with a shudder. Once fully clear of the portal’s shimmering liquid surface, she shuddered again, running her hands over her face and hair.

“That… is somewhat disorienting. And I feel like I’m all wet, but I’m not.”

“Yeah… Like belly-flopping into a cold pool.”

“While standing up.”

“But we’re here,” Alyssa said with a slight sigh. “We’re back. It worked.”

“Ufu~ And the palace isn’t even on fire!”

Alyssa mouthed a silent ‘ignore her’ to her mother, who promptly nodded. Despite having had her back turned to Alyssa, Kasita shot a pout in her direction.

Tess came through next, moving immediately to stand at her master’s side. Then the draken came, one by one. There was a long break between each. At least a minute. Although Alyssa didn’t think that Tenebrael would do something to harm everyone, she had thought it would be prudent to avoid going through the portal too closely together. She hadn’t known if they would simply step through, or if it would spit them out on the other end, leading to a large pile up, or even if it was a Fly situation.

Although… at further consideration, winding up half-draken or half-hellhound didn’t sound terrible as they were a lot stronger and tougher than humans, but she would probably wind up the wrong half. Assuming they didn’t get spliced together and die instantly.

It probably wasn’t a worry that she should have, but she had watched plenty of science fiction and fantasy movies. Watching a few dozen movies at her house with everyone else had just reminded her of all the troubles that might lurk around every corner. If even a fraction of them wound up true, she would have a lot to worry over.

That was besides the actual things she had to watch out for, like hostile monsters, religious wars, and demons.

And angels, of course.

Although, lately at least, she wished that she actually had to worry about angels a little more than she was at the moment.

As Irulon headed over and stuck her arm into the portal—examining it and the effect with her eyes all dark—Alyssa closed her eyes. She quickly scanned around the city, looking for souls that might be… near departure. The trip to Teneville had turned out useful for discovering more about her connection to Tenebrael, but it had not produced any actual encounters with an angel, hers or otherwise.

Immediately after creating the portal to the palace stables, before even walking through it, she had tried to create a portal directly to Tenebrael. That hadn’t worked. Same with a portal to Earth, though she hadn’t been expecting that one to go through at all. Perhaps there was something else she could do with Tenebrael’s power to get into proper contact with the stupid angel, but nothing had come to mind. Finding someone on death’s doorstep was still the most likely avenue to get into contact with any angel.

If Tenebrael allowed, she could create a portal directly to a dying person. That was a far better option compared to trying to rush halfway across the city with only a moment of notice.

Lyria was a large city. It had a large population. It was far from New York, but there were enough people around that Alyssa couldn’t count them. A stark contrast to Teneville. In that vast mass of souls, Alyssa saw one person. One person showing signs of imminent death.

Without thinking, Alyssa extended her arm.

Nothing. No welling of power. No warmth flooding through her arm. The nails on her fingers stayed their… usual… whatever color unpainted nails were. The room didn’t light up with Tenebrael’s signature color.

Why? Did Tenebrael know what Alyssa was trying to do? Angels were not omniscient. They didn’t know everything. If they weren’t paying attention, even mismatched souls could slip under their noses. Just how closely was Tenebrael paying attention to Alyssa? Was it that she didn’t want Alyssa to meet with whoever was currently collecting souls, Tenebrael or otherwise? Or did she not know at all and was simply blocking the spell because she didn’t want her magic used for frivolous tasks? Alyssa could easily make a case for either. She could possibly test it by creating portals to various other locations. If the portal went through, it would almost guarantee that Tenebrael was trying to block her from this specific situation. If the portal creation failed… it really wouldn’t prove anything one way or the other.

In fact, there could be plenty of other reasons why the portal creation wasn’t working at this very moment. Tenebrael could be exhausted or a single portal might be all that she could maintain. That dumb angel was not the god she pretended to be, even if she was close. She definitely had limitations. And that could be another reason. If her programming restricted her to only allowing miracles under specific situations, this could be failing for some esoteric reason that only another angel would understand.

She was wasting time. She could think all she wanted later. She could test all the portal destinations she wanted later. But this person was dying now. He wasn’t dead yet. Ten minutes, perhaps. It was an old-age death. Illness or heart failure caused by advanced age. One she had seen a handful of since she connected with Tenebrael. If she hurried, perhaps…

“Izsha!”

Her draken had been one of the first through the portal. With the time between each draken, only about half had emerged so far. Brakkt would be last through. Alyssa could have popped through to mention something, but every second wasted increased the chance that this guy died before Alyssa could get to him.

“I need you to take me somewhere as fast as you can, can you do that?” Alyssa had one foot on the stirrup, but she waited for Izsha to bob its head before fully hopping into the saddle. “Thanks. Irulon, can I borrow a Empty Vessel? I haven’t had a chance to successfully draw—”

“Where are you going?”

“To get some answers,” Alyssa said with narrowed eyes. “Time is of the essence.”

“Hm. I see,” she said, pulling her hand from the portal just in time for another draken to pop through. Flipping through her tome, she produced a single page. “I wish you luck.”

“Thanks.” Alyssa snatched the card from her hand as Izsha rushed past, heading toward the closed doors of the palace stable. Shoving its nose against the doors took a few seconds to open the massive doors. As soon as a wide enough crack had opened, Izsha took off.

The shroud around them had clearly not been designed with such fast movement in mind. Alyssa could see the shards of glass struggling to keep up. Around her level, the shards were thickest. Izsha’s feet? Someone might possibly see through the shroud if they stood at the right angle, but the holes in the shards likely wouldn’t allow more than a glimpse. Alyssa had to hope they were moving fast enough that a few scaly legs appearing every now and again would hopefully not cause too big of a commotion.

As they tore through the crowded streets, Alyssa found it hard to care. If she could just reach this old man before he passed away, all the trouble would be worth it.

Hopefully.

If it wasn’t, she would probably be in a lot of trouble with Brakkt.

Izsha jumped from one side of the street to the other, going straight over the heads of a gaggle of merchants. Most people didn’t tend to look up, but at least one or two people had seen them flying overhead. Their shouts chased after Alyssa as she directed Izsha down another street. The man wasn’t dead yet. And they were so close.

Just a little bit further.

Just a little bit.

The house was larger than most. As expected of someone living so near the palace. She didn’t think it was a nobleman’s house. They were more of mansions and were generally situated right around the palace on the edges of large circular courtyards. Cul-de-sacs really. This was large without being a full blown mansion. The home of a wealthy merchant, perhaps. It even had a small gate.

A gate that provided no defense against Izsha hopping over it.

“Find somewhere to hide.” Alyssa felt a bit bad about putting that kind of pressure on Izsha, but there wasn’t time to figure out a hiding spot. As soon as Alyssa moved too far away, the Empty Vessel would stop protecting the draken. And it wasn’t like Izsha could follow her inside.

The door was locked. A great many of the houses within and outside Lyria didn’t have locks on their doors, but she should have expected that the wealthier homes did. Just as she started worrying over which of her spells might get her inside without destroying the entire rest of the house, a scaly tail whipped out and snapped the door in two.

Blinking, stunned at the splinters that were wafting through the air, Alyssa stood where she was until a pressure against her back nudged her forward.

“Thanks!” she said as she rushed inside. “But you really need to hide!”

She didn’t stop to see if Izsha actually followed her directions. The draken were as smart as people, which sounded disingenuous, but it was true. It would figure something out.

Closing her eyes, Alyssa noted only two other people in the house. Both were rushing toward her, startled at the noise. Dismissing her Empty Vessel, Alyssa immediately cast the much smaller Empty Mirror. The shards of glass locked into place around her just in time to shield her from the two women rushing down the stairs. The second they were out of the way, Alyssa slipped behind them, climbing the stairs as quietly as she possibly could. There were only four rooms, so even without her ability to locate souls, it wouldn’t have taken long.

The door to the room was wide open, probably left open by the other two as they rushed away. A pang of guilt struck Alyssa’s chest. Because of her and her selfishness, she had taken away their final moments with a loved one. Though, as soon as she saw the withered man lying on his bed, she knew well that, from his perspective, any final moments were long past. With his sagging skin, sunken eyes, and scrawny wrists, he looked like he had passed days ago.

Ignoring the shouting going on downstairs—I sure hope Izsha got out of sight—Alyssa gently closed the door. Those other two could return at any moment, so she wasn’t dismissing her shroud, but she would like to speak to whatever angel showed up without interruption if at all possible.

Now… all she had to do was wait.

Alyssa quickly found that to be the most awkward part of this whole affair. Every other time she had met an angel in the process of collecting souls, it had been in the middle of a fight. Or immediately after one. She had been high on adrenaline each of those times, panting and sweating more often than not. Plenty of things to worry over.

Here and now, although she was a little hopped up on adrenaline from the race over, she was really just waiting for this old man she didn’t even know to kick the bucket.

Definitely awkward.

She supposed it was a good thing that creating a portal hadn’t worked out. She couldn’t even imagine the look on the faces of those other two women. A wife and a daughter, perhaps? They surely wouldn’t have taken kindly to someone popping up out of nowhere.

Alyssa, somewhat exhausted from the rush over, took a seat in a chair that had been set up next to the bed. A small basin with water and a rag hanging over the edge were on the floor nearby. Between its position and the way some drips of water led to the old man’s head, it was clear that someone had been wiping him down just recently.

Left with time to think, Alyssa couldn’t help but wonder what kind of people they all were. Was he a murderer, a slaver? Or a kind and loving father or even grandfather? Were those two women vultures, waiting for an inheritance? Or would they be mourning for years? Something in between?

Tenebrael had healed Alyssa several times in the past. Each of those times, she hadn’t said a word. No magical circle had popped up before her flesh mended. It just happened with nothing more than a touch. Alyssa doubted that the same would be true for her. She had touched Irulon, Brakkt, Lisa, Kasita, Fela, and half the draken. None had been injured, at least not obviously. Irulon, at the very least, would have mentioned a bruise healing far faster than normal after being touched. Because of that, Alyssa didn’t think that she could simply reach out and touch the old man.

But if she beseeched Tenebrael? Formed a proper request? What then?

Alyssa deliberately tore her thoughts away from that trail of breadcrumbs. She did not want to feel the warmth welling inside her. If she did, how could she possibly not try to heal the man. He was old, with his wispy white hair and wrinkled skin. Far older than most people that Alyssa happened across. She couldn’t say what the average lifespan for humans was here, but she imagined it was younger than on Earth. He had probably lived far more than most got to, so she shouldn’t feel guilty about doing nothing.

Right?

Alyssa clenched her teeth and closed her eyes as she tried to ignore the weakening breaths from the man next to her. The raised voices from the people downstairs helped. More people had come. Guards, perhaps. Alyssa could see their souls snapping back and forth with the two women a bit more rapidly than normal. Izsha had almost certainly not known what Alyssa had come here for. Still, she would have to thank the draken later. Destroying that door had definitely caused enough commotion to buy at least a short while of solitude.

Now, all she had to do was wait.

It wouldn’t be long. In just the few minutes Alyssa had been here, she could distinctly tell how shallow the breaths had become.

In fact…

Alyssa leaned in just a little closer. Straining her ears, she heard nothing. No breathing. No movement of cloth from even the most subtle movements.

Nothing but the thunder of her own heartbeat.

He was dead. Though, she supposed that she already knew that. Her sight of souls had informed her well before she leaned in closer.

The angel, whoever it was, would arrive soon. Alyssa got to her feet, moving a short distance away from the body so that she could see the entire room. This man’s death was not going to be in vain. This angel wasn’t going to get away without answering a few questions.

Any moment now.

Tenebrael often took well over a minute to arrive. Alyssa really didn’t have the experience to know if that was average or if Tenebrael was just a lazy angel, but she was leaning toward the latter option. A few golden feathers popping into the air around her almost confirmed that suspicion.

Twin white-gold wings appeared first along with an angel wearing rather scanty golden armor. With the way Alyssa had moved across the room, the angel’s back faced Alyssa. Even still, Alyssa immediately recognized the second angel she had ever met. The one who had said that she would kill Alyssa at her earliest convenience if she ever went back to Earth.

“Iosefael.”

The angel, whose eyes had been locked onto the corpse, squeaked. She spun, hovering slightly as her wings flapped in the air. “Tenebrael. I—” Those glowing green eyes with their cross-shaped pupils blinked twice as she focused her gaze. “A-Alyssa?”

Spectral Chains lashed out, wrapping around the angel. With her wings bound, she dropped to the floor, grunting. But Alyssa wasn’t done. More chains formed around the angel, wrapping up her head, her legs, her arms. Chains formed on top of chains. Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten full Spectral Chains cards vanished from Alyssa’s deck. The faint whimpering from inside the mass of ghostly chains was about the only reason anyone would be able to tell that there was something inside it all. Well, the only reason Alyssa could tell. No one else would be able to hear the whimpers.

“You and I are going to have a nice, long chat. Maybe I’ll even let you go if you answer my questions.”

“Bu-But!”

“No buts. I am in no mood for buts, angel.” Even with the mass of chains piled on Iosefael, Alyssa could see her flinch back. Alyssa hadn’t liked Tenebrael on principle more than anything else. The possibility that she had wanted her to kill her own mother had irked Alyssa, but it was true that nothing had happened in the end. At the moment, Alyssa was more worried about Tenebrael than angry with her—though finding out that Tenebrael had been intentionally avoiding her would change that rather quickly.

Iosefael was another matter entirely. She had threatened to kill Alyssa when they first met. She was supposed to have been their ally against Adrael, but Alyssa had to wonder how much she had actually tried to stop the Archangel. And now… she was almost certainly the cause for Tenebrael’s extended absence. After all, she had been the one to find out about Tenebrael swapping the souls on Earth.

“But the soul. You have to let me go so that I can collect the soul.”

That… was actually a good point. She had watched the man die. Making him suffer inside his own rotting body was too much.

But she didn’t have to let go of Iosefael.

Extending a hand, Alyssa cast a Spectral Axe. The long tip of the scythe was well within range of the body. A quick swipe that had none of the resistance of demonic infected pulled out the vaguely luminescent mist. Dismissing the scythe, she reached out and dipped her hand into the fog. The crystal that formed at her fingertips was not as smooth and perfect as those she had seen in angels’ hands, but it was an improvement over the misshapen lumps that were Alyssa’s first attempts at soul crystallization.

All she could do was hope that it wasn’t hurting the old man. Tenebrael hadn’t said anything upon seeing Alyssa’s other crystals, but she probably didn’t care.

“There. Now we can go.”

“Y-You can’t do that?”

Alyssa didn’t bother responding. She had just done that, after all. Instead she raised an arm. This time, she did feel something. Why Tenebrael hadn’t wanted her to quickly arrive but was allowing her a speedy exit wasn’t a question that Alyssa could answer. But she was grateful. Even if she was invisible and even if nobody could perceive Iosefael, the chains were visible. Getting out the front door with all the commotion going on down there wasn’t possible.

“Tenebrael, please grant me passage to somewhere a private conversation can take place.”

Her fingernails turned black. The mystic circle formed and expanded, encompassing a person-sized space in the room. Compared to the massive portal between her home and the palace, this was just a tiny little doorway. But it worked well enough.

“What are you… You can’t do that!”

Shaking her head, Alyssa grabbed the chains with both hands and started dragging the squirming angel through the magical door.
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                Alyssa couldn’t help but feel a little nervous. Not at the prospect of talking with an angel. Definitely not. Not only had she spoken with angels in general before, but she had spoken to this one. There really wasn't anything special about angels. Aside from the deity-tier power that they wielded. But they weren't supposed to wield that at her, so everything should be just fine.

No. It wasn’t Iosefael making her nervous.

It was the other side of the portal.

When Alyssa had prayed—asked for a solitary location to talk, she had been expecting something like a room in the palace. Maybe an abandoned cabin out in the woods south of Lyria. Someplace… normal.

Alyssa looked around, wondering how she ever could have been so foolish as to expect normalcy.

They were in a room. A single room. The walls, ceiling, and floor were all constructed of that same obsidian-black material that had made up Tenebrael’s temple and now made up her statue. They could even be inside that statue for all Alyssa knew. It wasn’t like she could tell. There were no windows and no doors. The room was completely cut off from everything.

As Alyssa watched the portal close behind Iosefael, that nervous feeling only grew. If Tenebrael didn’t want her to leave, this place could actually be her tomb. Angels weren’t supposed to harm humans, but hadn’t it been Iosefael who had implied that indirect methods of killing would work? There was no food anywhere to be seen. But she didn’t think she would starve. If anything, she would suffocate.

There was definitely some kind of magic in the place. The walls and floors were smooth, as was the ceiling. No light sources of any kind. Yet she could see as if she had Night Vision active. In fact, she had to double-check that it wasn’t active.

She could only hope that there was some magic providing oxygen. Or rather, converting carbon dioxide into oxygen.

Alyssa was tempted to raise an arm and try opening another portal. Just knowing that there was an out would put her nerves to rest. But… it was possible that this whole room was to trap Iosefael. Tenebrael had made a few references to a tiny box being used to store both Iosefael and Kenziel at various points in the past. This could be that box. If she tried to leave, Tenebrael might not let her come back for fear of freeing Iosefael.

Gnawing on her lip, she glanced over at the shivering pile of chains. Although she had offered up the token protests while being dragged inside the portal, the angel hadn’t said a word since she made it to this side. The chains didn’t rattle as they moved. They were ethereal. Not real. And yet, despite Alyssa having never heard them make noise before, she could have sworn that there was some… chattering coming from them.

Alyssa wanted to leave. But… the oxygen in the room wouldn’t run out immediately. If Tenebrael was going to let her leave, then doing it now or after a talk wouldn’t matter much. If she wasn’t… well, Alyssa was just going to have to… She didn’t want to say that she was putting her faith into Tenebrael, but that was roughly what she was doing. The end result was already written in stone. Alyssa just couldn’t read the text. She wouldn’t know until she tried.

And she needed to have a conversation first.

As much as it amused her to see Iosefael chained up to the point where no part of her was actually visible despite the translucent nature of the chains, it didn’t make for an easy conversation. Dismissing half of all the spells she had cast helped. One more than half freed up Iosefael’s face.

Her green eyes were wide, but she wasn’t staring at anything in particular. She was just… scared. Frightened. And… were those tears?

Alyssa sighed. She shouldn’t feel bad, but somehow, it felt like she was bullying. Bullying a divine being. It sounded silly, but the way Iosefael’s blond hair jittered as she trembled just made Alyssa feel like she was the bad guy here.

“Iosefael.”

Those tearful eyes snapped up to Alyssa. She hadn’t actually started crying, but at this point, a mean look might get her going.

“T-Tenebrael,” Iosefael stuttered in a whisper so quiet that Alyssa actually had to lean down. “Please. You can’t leave me here again.”

Alyssa closed her eyes, sighing again. “I’m not Tenebrael. I’m Alyssa. I won’t allow you to say that you’ve forgotten.” First of all, Tenebrael had mentioned something about angels having perfect or nearly perfect memory. Secondly, Iosefael had called her by name just before being dragged through the portal. Just because her eyes were glowing and she had used a spell that only angels should be able to use didn’t mean that she was Tenebrael.

Despite her clear and concise words to the angel, Iosefael did not seem to hear. She continued to mumble Tenebrael’s name along with a few other tidbits of information. “I didn’t betray you. It wasn’t my fault,” was the most interesting of all her mumbles.

That got Alyssa to lean in much closer. She went so far as to kneel so that she would be eye-level with the bound angel. “What wasn’t your fault? What did you do?”

“N-Nothing! I did nothing!”

Alyssa couldn’t help her frown. She was pretty sure that her cousin, Uncle Earl’s six-year-old daughter, had said the same thing in exactly the same tone after knocking a glass vase to the ground. A part of her wished that Kenziel had been the one collecting souls. Although she had really only had one interaction with the diminutive Archangel, she had come off as slightly more mature. Well, except for her sales pitch to Tenebrael. But that was more of a target audience problem than it was a poor display of immaturity.

“Iosefael,” Alyssa said, clasping her hands onto the angel’s bare shoulders. The chains were slightly in the way, but she managed. “I want you to tell me what happened the night you tried to collect my mother’s soul.”

The angel didn’t answer right away. Although her trembling slowed with Alyssa’s hands on her shoulders, it didn’t vanish completely. There was clearly some trauma associated with this room. Combined with her earlier request to not be left here again, this had to be that prison Tenebrael had kept her in. So…

“If you tell me,” Alyssa said in the kindest voice she could manage. “If you answer my questions and do as I say, I’ll ask Tenebrael really nicely if you can leave.” That was about all she could do. Tenebrael would either let her leave or not. Though, if Tenebrael tried keeping Alyssa here, she would definitely be making attempts to get out.

An Annihilator would probably just kill her. It might destroy the cube, but using such a spell in an enclosed space couldn’t be healthy. However, the material the cube was made from might be more susceptible to destruction in other ways. If it was miraculous or otherwise supernatural, Alyssa might be able to break it apart the same way she had broken apart Adrael’s trap wire spell.

Something to try later. For now, she stared into Iosefael’s green eyes, hoping that the stupid angel could pull herself together long enough to speak a few coherent words.

If this wound up as fruitless as the interview with a demon… Alyssa had no idea what she would do.

“You would do that for me?” Iosefael’s eyes moved. For the first time since entering the room, she actually looked at something.

“Do?” Alyssa blinked. “Do what?”

“Ask Tene if I can leave.”

“Um… Sure.”

A smile of pure joy spread across Iosefael’s face. Those tears that had managed to stay back until now started falling. “This must be what they call fire-forged friends,” she said. “Even though there is no fire.”

“I don’t think that’s the phrase… Sure.” Whatever. “Iosefael. What happened that night? Where is Tenebrael?”

A shadow crossed Iosefael’s features, wiping the smile from her face. “It’s all my fault.”

Alyssa crossed her arms, waiting. She could be patient. This had been a month coming. In this tiny box where no one could interrupt them, it wasn’t a problem to allow the angel another minute to get her thoughts together. Especially because this thought conflicted with her earlier claim of it not being her fault.

After a minute or so of Iosefael staring down at the smooth obsidian floor, she continued without looking up. “We argued. It was a long and drawn-out argument. I… I still don’t know exactly why or how she turned her world into what it is. But I think I understand. Especially after watching you.”

“You’ve been… watching me.”

Aside from the handful of times when Iosefael had appeared directly before Alyssa, she hadn’t noticed the angel’s presence at all.

Iosefael nodded. “I watched how hard you’ve struggled to survive, even against angels like Adrael. I wasn’t watching every moment, of course. I have my duties to attend to. But you are a child of Earth. My child, if you think about it.”

Alyssa was trying to not think about it. But she didn’t want to interrupt, so she didn’t say as much.

“Watching you fight so hard against what should have been your destiny made me realize that Tenebrael just wants to be like you. Or maybe not you specifically. She wants to be like humans in general. And that is something I understand. I like humans too. When I have a moment, I like to sit in a park and just watch them. People-watching, I think it is called. It is a regular pastime among humans, I understand. That’s why I started in the first place, because—”

Alyssa didn’t want to interrupt, but she felt like Iosefael’s words were straying further and further from the topic of Tenebrael with every sentence. “So Tenebrael wants to be like humans.” It wasn’t that strange a concept. Tenebrael had mentioned that the higher ranked the angel, the less free will they had. While Alyssa doubted that Tenebrael wanted to give up the power afforded to her by her position, she easily believed that she wanted a more human-like will. “But how does that lead to you arguing?”

“I understand Tenebrael’s desire. So I decided not to interfere with her world anymore. It was her world and she could do as she wished. As she explained it to me, the Throne knew all and it wouldn’t have given her a world if it hadn’t wanted her to act the way she did. It sounds strange and wrong, but I cannot deny her logic.

“But then I found her on Earth. That soul from her world inside your mother. Once was bad enough,” Iosefael said with a pointed look at Alyssa. “But you were an accident. That night was no accident. We argued for quite a long time, shouting at each other. Well… I shouted. Tenebrael kept her demure calm about her. Honestly, I was angry enough that I probably would have tried fighting her again if I hadn’t been trussed up, even knowing I would lose.”

Iosefael’s deluge of words slowed to a stop as she hung her head. If her arms and legs had been freed, she probably would have pulled her knees up to her chest in a self-pitying hug. “It wasn’t me,” she whispered soft enough that Alyssa, already sitting on the floor, had to scoot closer to hear properly. “I didn’t call them. Someone must have noticed because it wasn’t me. I didn’t betray Tene.”

Alyssa waited. Whatever dam had broken to allow Iosefael to speak so much had clearly not broken enough. She was just sitting, biting her lip with no sign that she would speak anytime soon. So Alyssa patted her on the back, just between her wing and her shoulder blade. She even let a few more chains fall off the angel in order to properly pat her bare skin instead of the ghostly links.

“I believe you,” Alyssa said softly. “And I’m sure Tenebrael knows too. But who didn’t you call? Who came?”

Her voice barely moved the air around them. “The Astral Authority.”

“Seraphim?” Alyssa hissed, a slight fear creeping into her voice. Tenebrael was alright, wasn’t she? Alyssa’s glowing eyes were a sign of that. But the Seraphim were the ones Tenebrael feared. Possibly the only ones.

Iosefael looked surprised as she slowly shook her head. “N-No. No Seraphim.”

“But… aren’t Seraphim and the Astral Authority the same thing?” Alyssa said, trying to remember those notes on angels that Tenebrael had given her months ago.

“Uriel leads the Astral Authority, and a few other Seraphim are also leaders, but… they don’t do much these days.”

“So it’s just lesser ranked angels.”

“No? I can see where you’re confused. Many religions on Earth got some things mixed up, like what are angels and what aren’t. Kindnesses, Humilities, Chastities, Prudences, Justiceses… Fortitudes? Temperances?” Something must have crossed Alyssa’s face because Iosefael slowed down with a mild pout. “None of these ring bells? That’s the phrase right? Ring bells?”

“Look, I wasn’t ever very religious. I know all those words individually, but I don’t think I know what you’re trying to say to me now. Before all this,” Alyssa said, waving a hand around vaguely, “I could have been considered agnostic at best.”

Iosefael’s pout deepened, but she nodded. “They’re divine beings, but they aren’t angels, to put it simply. They were created to fight fallen angels and demons of Inferno. Or the Pit. Hell. Whatever you want to call it—it’s had many many names.”

“That’s all you needed to say,” Alyssa mumbled more to herself than to Iosefael. “So this anti-demon task force noticed Tenebrael and started fighting her?”

“Oh it caused a terrific mess. Just terrific. No human died, but there was so much destruction. They definitely noticed. A few archangels are trying to get things back on track—”

“Tenebrael isn’t dead,” Alyssa interrupted. No one died, that meant that her father and Clark were alright. Beyond that, she didn’t really care what the angels were doing on Earth. It wasn’t like she could do anything about it. “Did she get captured? Injured?”

“She’s hiding, I think.”

“Hiding?” That would certainly explain why she was avoiding Alyssa. Opening her mouth, Alyssa almost asked where Tenebrael was hiding. Upon thinking for a second longer, she hesitated and decided that it was probably a silly question. Iosefael would have been more certain in her response if she knew. “How can we help?”

“Help? Oh no. No. Don’t do anything to help. The Astral Authority isn’t under the same restrictions as regular angels. A Patience will spear you without any of the hesitance that Adrael had.”

Alyssa raised an eyebrow. She couldn’t remember any hesitance in Adrael’s actions. That archangel had tried to kill both Irulon and Musca. Izsha too, using the shield. If not for Alyssa and Tenebrael, Adrael would have human blood on her hands. It was a thought that Alyssa had considered before, that Adrael had been able to act as such because of Alyssa’s presence. If the angel had known that all the damage she had inflicted would be reversed, perhaps that was what had allowed her to attack. It was just a theory. A theory Alyssa hadn’t talked about with anyone—Tenebrael had been missing and she had no one else to talk to about those kinds of angelic matters.

“In fact…” Iosefael stared at Alyssa, locking eyes without blinking. The intensity actually made Alyssa shift where she sat. “You asked Tenebrael to bring us here… Have you been doing that kind of thing often?”

A flash of annoyance had Alyssa gritting her teeth together. “Define ‘often’ please,” she said. If Tenebrael screwed her over…

“I saw, with my own eyes, a Kindness in this world. Where there is one, there are many. They are watching, searching for signs of Tenebrael. I think they think that she has fallen, but… Tene hasn’t. I know she hasn’t. She isn’t being orthodox, but she isn’t a… a demon.”

“You don’t have to convince me. I thought she was at first, but having met an actual demon… Tenebrael is drastically different.”

Iosefael blinked twice. “You what?” If not for the chains around her, she probably would have jumped up as she shouted. Instead, she just jerked before falling back against the wall. “Why would you meet a demon? What did you do? What did it do to you?”

“Nothing. It’s fine. I learned my lesson.” Though, if anything, the demon had helped if in a roundabout way. By giving Alyssa that ember, it had basically been the whole reason she had connected to Tenebrael. The ember had been destroyed and nothing bad had happened…

As the thought ran through her mind, a cold sweat dripped down Alyssa’s back. That… couldn’t have been the plan all along. The demons couldn’t want the Astral Authority here. They were demon killers. The ember had been something that would have harmed or transformed people. Or, if left alone, it might have sprouted into some kind of demonic tree. The demons wouldn’t have given it to her with the intention of her destroying it using Tenebrael’s power…

Right?

“You said a Kindness is watching for Tenebrael. It is watching for miracles that she helped to create? Like that portal?”

“That would be accurate, yes.”

Alyssa stood, palms sweating. It was fine, right? No angels or fake-angels had shown up when she created that giant statue of Tenebrael. If they hadn’t noticed that, then what was a portal? “What would the Astral Authority do if they found evidence of Tenebrael? Like a portal… or a three hundred foot statue of Tenebrael?”

“That’s oddly specific.”

“Just answer the question, please. They aren’t going to start killing people, are they?”

“Regular people? Probably not. I don’t think humans really register on their senses. They were designed to fight demons, which really aren’t that different from angels. On the other hand, you?” Iosefael tilted her head back and forth with a pained expression. “Maybe? They might also try to use you to get to Tenebrael. I don’t imagine that would be pleasant.”

“Great.” Alyssa grit her teeth as she started pacing back and forth. At least they weren’t going to go slaughter a defenseless Teneville. “Great,” she hissed. “What do they look like? What are they likely to attack me with? How do I kill them?”

“Kill them? They’re divine beings. You can’t kill them. You can’t fight them.”

“Try me. Are my pistols going to work?” The trip to her house hadn’t just been for vacation. They had emptied out the gun safe. With the draken, they had been able to carry everything. All the ammo, a few shotguns, a few rifles, and an armload of pistols. Of course, guns probably only worked on mortal opponents. Humans and monsters. “I doubt it right, but what if you did something to them? Surely you can cast a miracle that lets them harm divine beings.”

“I can’t—”

“What about magic? I’ve blasted quasi-demons to the moon hard enough to kill them. Surely some spells will work on these fake angels.”

“There’s no—”

“And this,” Alyssa said, reaching behind her back. Slipping her hand into the leather holster, she gripped the golden staff and pulled it out, planting the bottom into the ground at her feet. “It protects me from human magic, which is nice, but what about angelic or fake angel magic? Can I use it as a weapon too? Surely it can do more than just smack and skewer things. How do I use it? Tell me.”

And if all that failed… That demon had said that her demonic scythe could harm angels. If it could harm angels, it could hurt fake angels. But that was a last resort. An absolute last resort. The demon would probably hand over her scythe without complaint, but, as Tenebrael had said, the silver platters came with a cost. Alyssa did not want to find out the price after she ate.

Crossing an arm to rest both hands on the staff, she stared down at the angel. “Well?”

“Are you going to let me speak?”

Alyssa blinked. “Sorry. You tell me that these things are watching for me and it makes me a little nervous. I don’t want them popping up out of nowhere and attacking me.”

“You don’t have to worry about that here. Can’t you feel it? We’re cut off from everything. Even the light of the Throne itself doesn’t reach inside this prison.”

Frowning, Alyssa pulled out her phone and checked herself in the front-facing camera. “My eyes are still glowing. Tenebrael is still connected to me.”

Iosefael let out a long sigh. “I don’t know how. I don’t know how Tenebrael could have made an area like this in the first place. To be cut off from the Throne, we would have to be outside Creation itself.”

“I don’t really know what that is supposed to mean,” Alyssa said. Iosefael opened her mouth, probably to explain. “And I don’t really care right now. I’m more worried about this Astral Authority and how they might decide to interact with me, my friends, and Tenebrael. In that order. So are you going to help me? Or do I have to leave you here, cut off from the Throne for potentially a very long time.”

“You said you would let me out!”

“I said I would ask Tenebrael if you do as I ask. Right now, I’m asking you to help me.” It felt bad to bully the stupid angel, but Alyssa couldn’t accept no for an answer. If she walked out of here without Iosefael’s help, some Kindness or whatever could drop down on her and she would have to rely on Fractal Mirror. A spell she only had two of in her deck. Two or three of these Astral Authority fake angels attacking in quick succession would almost certainly result in her death. She needed to know what they were capable of and what worked against them. They hadn’t attacked so far, but that could be luck more than anything. Even if she broke the connection between her and Tenebrael now, it wouldn’t guarantee that a Kindness hadn’t noticed her build Tenebrael’s statue.

They could just be waiting, watching for something more.

Alyssa sighed as she stared at the angel gnawing on her lip. Sleep might be a luxury that she wouldn’t be able to afford for a while.

“Iosefael.” Alyssa knelt, resting the staff on the smooth obsidian ground. “A human is asking for your help. You’re the only one who can help me. And if you help me, I’m sure it will help Tenebrael too.” She didn’t know what that stupid angel’s plan was, but it probably involved Alyssa doing all her work for her. Stupid angel. Keeping her irritation off her face, Alyssa smiled at Iosefael, letting all the chains around her vanish. "Haven't you always wished there was something you could do for humans?" Tenebrael had mentioned that Iosefael loved humans. "You'll help me, right? I can’t protect myself from the Astral Authority without you.”

Iosefael’s wings spread out slowly, like she was stretching her arms after being cooped up in one position for far too long. With the way she kept her eyes on Alyssa, it was probably an unconscious action. “Okay,” she said in a whisper.

            

    
        030.010 Vacationing - Acquiring Assistance

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa stepped into the palace stables, exiting a shimmering portal. She barely managed to drag Iosefael through before the rippling liquid dispersed into the air. Tenebrael had ended up allowing Alyssa to leave the little box without any trouble. More surprising, she allowed Iosefael to leave. It was a close thing, but it had to have been intentional. The portal only collapsed after getting the angel out.

In contrast, the other portal was still up and running. All the draken were on this side, even Izsha, which Alyssa was pleased to see. Brakkt was here too, which meant that there probably wasn’t anyone on the Teneville side. Not unless Irulon or one of the others had gone back. They weren’t in the stables at the moment, so Alyssa couldn’t be sure where they were.

Brakkt, Alyssa couldn’t help but notice, had his hand on his sword, ready to draw it. Even after he had seen who was standing in his stables, he remained on guard. It wasn’t quite a glare that he offered Alyssa, but it was close. Dragging Iosefael behind her, she moved right up to him.

“Sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry for taking Izsha into the city without clearing it with you. It didn’t cause any trouble, did it?”

He pursed his lips, breathing deeply through his nose. “Izsha was spotted returning to the palace without a rider. That will likely cause me some hardships in the future.”

“Sorry,” she said again, this time ducking her head slightly. “If it helps, it was probably worth it. I suppose we’ll have to wait for the fallout to see exactly what happens, but I got what I needed.” I hope.

Iosefael hadn’t actually taught her anything yet. The angel had claimed that she wouldn’t be able to do much of anything while in Tenebrael’s black box. Aside from offering a quick verbal dossier on the Astral Authority—which Alyssa needed to write down in her notes as soon as possible—they hadn’t done much else. Alyssa was taking a gamble bringing her back here. She could probably teleport away. She might even be able to do it from within those chains, though she hadn’t done so while being dragged into the portal to begin with so it was hard to say for sure. But Alyssa was relying, maybe a bit too much, on the idea that angels weren’t supposed to lie. That had burned her before with regards to Adrael, but Iosefael seemed by far the most prim and proper angel around. At least of those angels that Alyssa had encountered.

Iosefael promised to help. Alyssa believed her.

And if Iosefael went back on her promise, Alyssa would find the angel, Sparta kick her into a portal, and leave her to rot in Tenebrael’s prison. She was in no mood to play games while a whole host of fake angels attacking her was a possibility.

“I take it that’s an angel?” Brakkt said with a nod to the bundle of ethereal chains. “Not Tenebrael.”

“No. I mean yes, it is an angel. Not Tenebrael though.”

“Will her feathers help with Tzheitza’s research?”

Alyssa blinked. She hadn’t even thought about that. Brakkt probably had his sister in mind. Octavia, not Irulon. They still wanted a cure for the demonic infection. “You know what? I’m not sure. I imagine so. I’m sure she won’t mind donating a few.”

“Wait, what?”

Ignoring the squawk from the angel, Alyssa glanced over to the large portal that led back to Teneville. “For now, I’m going to take her to my home. We might be doing some rather destructive magic, so an empty lake seems like a good place to practice. But I’ll be sure to pluck her clean before she leaves.”

“What!”

“Why is it in chains if it agreed to help?”

“Yeah, why am I in chains! I said I’d help you.”

Alyssa frowned down at the angel. “I don’t trust you to not follow only the letter of your word. Saying you’ll help me is all well and good, but if you don’t help me for ten years, it isn’t very useful help.”

Iosefael’s shoulders slumped in the chains. “But… you need to let me go. People died while we were in that box. Without Tenebrael here, they’ll… rot. It’s not pretty. You wouldn’t want to subject your worst enemies to it.”

Biting her lip, Alyssa nodded. She didn’t want to cause unnecessary suffering. But… “What happened to Kenziel?”

“Who?”

“An Archangel Tenebrael recruited to do your job for her one time. I thought she would be doing so now, but… maybe she got locked into one of those boxes too.” Tenebrael had said something about putting her away in a box. Until taking that portal into the obsidian room, Alyssa had thought that was just a turn of phrase. But now, it was probably literal.

Iosefael shuddered in her chains. “I never really interacted with Archangels before. Just Adrael that one time. They aren’t a common sight on Earth these days. But… look, I’ll come right back. I promise. I just… I need to gather these souls before they rot any further.”

“Hmm… No distractions? No detours.”

“No. Right back as soon as I collect them.”

Letting out a slow breath through her nose, Alyssa stared into the faintly luminescent green eyes of the Principality in front of her. That was her programming talking, almost certainly. Being in charge of collecting souls, it was probably hard to ignore. But… Alyssa released her hold on the Spectral Chains. As the ghostly links faded, Iosefael stretched her wings wide.

“If you don’t come back—”

“I will! I will!”

Alyssa glared right up until the angel vanished in a flurry of white-gold feathers. Then, she sighed as she looked back to Brakkt. “Guess I’m delaying my plans. Hopefully for only a few minutes.”

“You didn’t gather her feathers,” he said as one of the ones wafting through the air disappeared on contact with his face.

“She’ll be back. She better be back. But… she did have a fairly important task to attend to. If I had kept her here, it would have just been harming completely innocent people.” As far as Alyssa knew, it was still a mystery how Adrael had managed to attack mortals. But, thinking about how desperate Iosefael sounded, Alyssa couldn’t help but wonder if the Principality might have tried attacking her had she tried to keep her from her job.

Maybe that was it. That assault on the Society of the Burning Shadow had been interfering with all Adrael’s hard work, her very purpose for existing. A mandate handed to her by the Throne. Alyssa could see herself getting a little upset at something like that.

Looking around, Alyssa found the stables something of a mess. All the saddles and saddlebags were off the draken, but most were lying on the floor with their bags still full of gear. No one else was around. Alyssa wasn’t exactly expecting Irulon to help out and Kasita really couldn’t do much heavy lifting, but where was Tess, Fela, and even Alyssa’s mother. Of all people, Alyssa didn’t think her mother would shirk off helping unpack.

“Did the others just leave you to take care of this on your own?” she asked, watching as he pulled some leftover provisions from one of the packs. With their shortened trip back, a good amount of what they had taken with them was no longer needed as travel supplies.

He looked at the cloth-wrapped dried meat, perhaps considering whether or not to store it. Eventually, he just pulled out the meat and tossed it to one of the draken. Setting the cloth to the side, he pulled out another package of meat and tossed that one to another draken. “It’s fine,” he said as he worked. “I told them they didn’t need to stay. Fela is assisting your mother in carrying your weapons to her home. Irulon is gathering research materials for this portal. I believe she wishes to examine the statue in Teneville a little closer as well. Tess is carrying a few of my sister’s effects up to her chambers.”

“Well, let me help at least.”

“You know where all the gear goes?”

“No… but…” Alyssa put her hands to her hips, frowning as the Black Prince tossed another slab of meat to a draken. “If all you’re doing is feeding the draken our leftover supplies, I can do that. Then you can put some of the gear away. Or were you going to brush the draken down? I can do that too. That will free up some of your time. At least until the angel comes back. I’d feel bad about just sitting around and watching you do all the hard work.”

Brakkt looked down at the meat in his hands for a moment before tossing it too. Izsha was the one to snatch it out of the air, chomp on it a few times, and swallow it mostly whole. “Sometimes it is easy to forget that someone other than me doesn’t mind being in the presence of the draken. Very well,” he said, turning toward the storage room.

Draken facial expressions were not easy to read. That said, the three draken who had yet to get a snack took on an obvious glower. One even made a bit of a threatening trill in the back of its throat. Alyssa didn’t think that they would pounce on Brakkt with his back turned, but… She bent down and grabbed three packages of meat, quickly unwrapped them, and tossed them one by one to the three angry dinosaurs.

As she finished, Brakkt returned with the same dandy brush that she had seen him use on occasion. “Go with the direction of the scales, but don’t be afraid to go against them if they’ve got grit stuck underneath. Focus on dirt, dry scales, and other material—especially around where the saddles were sitting. Don’t touch the talons. They require special care. I’ll handle that later.”

“Right.” Alyssa had never brushed down draken before. Or horses, for that matter. But she had seen him do it before. The brush had a little leather strap on the back side, perfect for sliding her hand against the wood to keep it in place. The bristles were coarse and rough. If she used it on her own skin, she would probably look like she had fallen off a bike onto a sidewalk. Draken scales were far tougher than skin though.

When she looked up from the brush, Izsha was standing just a few steps away, clearly intending to abuse their familiar relationship to get brushed down first. Alyssa was fine with that. If she made a mistake in her inexperience and accidentally hurt Izsha, she was far less likely to get her head chomped off. Best to use her favorite draken as training.

At first, Alyssa diligently worked without distraction. Izsha seemed to enjoy the treatment. It almost purred as she pulled a small pebble from between two large scales. Brakkt walked back and forth across the room at a relatively leisurely pace. He would pull something from the bags and either carry it off to the storage room or add it to one of the piles that were probably destined for elsewhere in the palace. But the longer she worked, the more the silence weighed on her.

She didn’t think she was on bad terms with Brakkt. Not like she was with Oxart at the very least. But after them fishing and firing guns together, she had thought that they got on rather well. Having known him for two months, she had the distinct impression that he preferred the company of the draken over that of any human except perhaps Irulon.

Then again, they both liked draken.

“So… what got you interested in draken in the first place?” Alyssa asked, mostly in an attempt to fill the silence, but that didn’t mean that she wasn’t genuinely curious. She actually spent a fair amount of time around Brakkt but she felt like she knew almost nothing about him. Other than that his armor was a little scary and that he was a good swordsman. But it was a good safe topic that might let her get to know him on a more personal level.

“That’s a hard question to answer,” he said as he hung an emptied saddle on a rack near the storage-room door. “I don’t really know where it began. I guess… I once caught a snake when I was child. I kept it as a pet.”

“You saw a snake, decided to make it a pet, but thought to yourself ‘two fangs isn’t enough, I’d rather a creature have a mouth full of sharp pointed teeth’? Is that right?”

He smiled. She got him to smile. That was a win all on its own. Brakkt didn’t seem like the kind of person who smiled all that often.

As Alyssa moved on from Izsha—who wasn’t all that filthy to begin with as she had taken a dip in the lake not long before they left—she carried on an extremely casual conversation with Brakkt. They didn’t speak of anything heavy or dramatic. No troubles of Lyria or worries over existential threats. Just simple things. For instance, Alyssa learned that Brakkt enjoyed traveling outside the city. Not just their little trip down to Teneville, but in general. He liked getting away from duties, responsibilities, and his younger siblings.

Much like Irulon, Brakkt had never held much interest in ruling Lyria. Or anywhere, for that matter. But, if something happened to Ryab, his eldest brother, he would take the throne out of principle more than anything. It made him an effective shield against those younger siblings that might have more ambition than their position offered.

Between his mild magical prowess, diligent training, his enchanted sword and armor—the former of which never left his side, even while sleeping—and the draken, Brakkt was not a soft target for assassinations.

If he could, he would spend most of his time outside Lyria’s walls. Camping, living off the land, maybe even trying to find another dragon just for the fun of it.

Alyssa talked about herself as well. How her first go around in Teneville went and her journey to Lyria up to and including rushing past the gate guards because of her nervousness about wearing noble colors. “Though,” she said as she thought back, “I haven’t seen many people around here wearing purple. I’d have expected Decorous to always be marching around with a purple ermine cloak waving behind him in the wind.”

“City guard aren’t allowed to wear any heraldry except in specific situations, such as within the palace for dinners or balls or court with the Pharaoh. It’s supposed to be a sign of their devotion to duty.”

“If that’s the case, you should probably forbid all the other fanciful things Decorous wears.”

“It isn’t our decision. The nobles collectively run the city guard. They are really only under our control during times of attack or strife.”

Alyssa opened her mouth to ask about the palace guard uniforms, which did incorporate purple, but feathers in the air interrupted her. Iosefael appeared in the air, hovering above the line of draken that had assembled for cleaning. The dinosaurs were surprisingly organized about the whole thing. Alyssa felt a little bad that she had to step away. “She’s back,” she said, staring straight up.

It was a good thing that Iosefael didn’t wear a dress. Her golden armor hugged her body and didn’t leave much to the imagination, but it certainly left more than a wide open dress would if she was anything like Tenebrael.

Iosefael looked around before descending. It was a nervous type of glance, like she was expecting to be ambushed at any moment. When she finally got down to eye-level with Alyssa, she actually shuddered. “Hi.”

“Took you a while.”

“Someone else died right as I was about to come back and then someone else and then one more, so I went and collected three more souls.”

“Uh huh. You look nervous.”

“What if they see me with you? I don’t want to be attacked.” Her green eyes drifted off to the portal in the middle of the stables. “And that is definitely something they’ll keep an eye on once they notice it.”

“I’m surprised they don’t have… what were the scouting ones again? Kindnesses? I’m surprised they’re not watching me constantly.”

“They probably are. Or maybe they don’t know. If that’s the case, you should stay as far away from these as possible. And cut off your connection to Tene.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together. If she wasn’t already on this Astral Authority’s list, that would probably keep her safe for the time being. But… that would really only keep her safe. And likely only for a short time. The Astral Authority was apparently hunting for Tenebrael. Something on Earth had garnered their attention. Whether that was Alyssa undoing the spell on her mother, Tenebrael arguing with Iosefael, or some other angel passing by and noticing something wrong, it set them after her. Even one of those other two angels noticing that they had swapped souls could have done it.

“What happens if they get Tenebrael?” It was the question that burned in her mind. “What happens to this world?” The Seraphim might not be acting because whatever programming they had was broken, but that still didn’t mean good things if Tenebrael disappeared.

Without her, magic disappeared. She had already said that all spell cards were just compressed prayers to her. If she disappeared, Alyssa couldn’t see them working anymore. The people of this world wouldn’t be ready for such a thing. They didn’t even have flint and steel to light fires. Their farming relied on magic to revitalize the fields and accelerate growth, even if the actual sowing and reaping was done by hand. Without harvests continuing, people would starve.

And the monsters, what would happen to them? Kasita was basically an all magical being. What would happen to her if some other angel came in and replaced Tenebrael as this world’s Dominion. Even if Kasita could survive the loss of Tenebrael’s magic, Iosefael claimed that the monsters weren’t even supposed to be in this world in the first place.

Even if the Seraphim didn’t come by and blow up the planet like they were the Death Star, Tenebrael’s death or incarceration would still mean the end of life as it currently existed on this world.

Iosefael’s silence wasn’t a comforting factor either. It meant that Alyssa’s thoughts on the matter were more or less accurate. Probably.

“Iosefael,” Alyssa said, straightening her back and looking the angel directly in the eyes. “We’ve wasted enough time. Let’s get started.” And maybe, after learning how to defend myself, we can figure out a way to help Tenebrael.

            

    
        031.001 Astral Authority - Kindness

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa saw her first member of the Astral Authority two weeks after encountering Iosefael.

It had started out as a normal day. In the morning, she picked up a fresh batch of potions to be delivered. Some, she had even made herself. The Observatorium had ordered a small shipment of Tzheitza's counter-demon potion. They had wanted some months ago, but Tzheitza and the Pharaoh had denied them, citing a scarcity of resources. Iosefael donating a whole sack of feathers alleviated that scarcity enough for her to offer some of the concoction. The extra material also allowed her to start up a dozen more experiments all at the same time, which Alyssa had assisted with, learning more about potionmaking in the process.

In addition to the delivery, Alyssa spent some time perusing the tomes and scrolls of the Observatorium’s library. She didn’t take to the task with all that much enthusiasm. It was just a case of not knowing what might work on angels that kept her from being fully invested in research. Spectral Chains worked, so it stood to reason that other spells would work as well. Iosefael had agreed to being a test subject, though she reserved the right to veto anything.

Iosefael hadn’t let Alyssa use an Annihilator on her. Neither of them were sure that it would work, but she hadn’t wanted to take the chance. Same with a Spectral Axe and a few other spells. If anything had a chance to work, Alyssa assumed it would be a Spectral Axe. It and Spectral Chains had the commonality of being Death spells with Spectral in the name. Finding more was her current goal, along with anything else that seemed like it might affect Divine beings.

Irulon had offered a few spells that Alyssa was going to try next time she met up with Iosefael. And she had pointed her toward the proper section of the Observatorium’s library.

Alyssa hadn’t stood idle with Tenebrael’s magic. Tenebrael’s miracles couldn’t be used to harm humans, not that Alyssa had really tried so far. But Iosefael had taught her a few tricks that might get it to work against the Astral Authority.

Unfortunately, Adrael’s staff was still inert and would stay that way. If Alyssa tried to connect herself to the Archangel, things might be different. For the time being, it still worked as a shield against magic. That alone validated its existence. If only Tenebrael had dropped off a weapon for Alyssa to use. But then again, Alyssa hadn’t ever seen Tenebrael actually pull one out. Adrael had used the staff and shield. Iosefael wielded a spear and sword.

Perhaps Tenebrael had nothing but her own magic to get by. Magic that Alyssa could now use.

And it all required prayers to the stupid angel.

Requests, Alyssa had decided to call them. Just to avoid calling them prayers if anyone asked.

After finding a dozen relatively advanced spells to take a snapshot of during the post-delivery Observatorium crawl, Alyssa packed up and headed out. Irulon hadn’t shown up today. The regular, non-princess students always gave her looks. She didn’t leave because someone glared or looked like they were thinking about making conversation with her. That was definitely a contributing factor, however.

Even with the Taker gone, Alyssa felt like she had a lot of enemies that she really didn’t need to rub off on anyone else. And if demons or angels decided to have a little war around her, others would easily find themselves caught in the crossfire. Irulon had wound up with a staff stabbed through her back because of that.

Leaving so early in the day provided a perfect opportunity for Alyssa to engage in her new favorite pastime.

Brakkt wasn’t in the stables when Alyssa arrived. Three of the draken were missing as well. Izsha, however, was right where she expected. Unwrapping a small hunk of meat that she had purchased on the way over, Alyssa tossed it to her favorite dinosaur. “You want to go out today?”

Izsha didn’t need asking twice. After chomping down its food, it moved right to the saddles and even helped Alyssa get the harness in place with its teeth holding it steady. Ten minutes later, Alyssa was out, flying across the grassy hills next to the lake. Her house and the portal next to it shrank into the distance as Izsha and Alyssa charged toward the forest beyond the lake. Musca and Dasca came along as well, though neither had saddles or a rider.

Being with the draken like this was surprisingly fun and freeing. Alyssa could almost forget that fake angels might show up at any time and decide that they didn’t like her glowing eyes. She could ignore the fact that the palace burning down in her absence was a mildly credible threat. The nobles pulling their support, instigating unrest, or inviting attack and sabotage were distant concerns out in the middle of nowhere.

The air in the city of Lyria wasn’t polluted like modern cities were. But it did have a certain smell to it. Especially in the less wealthy sections. Even with magically enchanted cesspits that tried to contain the smell until ‘gong farmers’ could get around to emptying them into the river outside the city, things weren’t perfect. Though it wasn’t all bad. There were apparently several ordinances and laws dealing with waste disposal. The streets around the buildings were the responsibility of the occupants. Failure to keep the area clean resulted in onerous fines.

Like the IRS of America, the waste management services were not to be messed around with. Even Waters Street had kept their area tolerable.

Beyond the occasional odd smells around, it was a fairly noisy city too. Obviously it didn’t have jackhammers tearing apart streets, emergency vehicles blaring their sirens, motorcycles revving their engines, or assholes playing music from their cars loud enough to wake the dead. The sound of wooden cart wheels on cobblestone paths and crowds of people in the busier streets still made more noise than one might expect.

Out in the forest south of the lake, there was none of that. The air was pure and fresh. She was the only person around for who knew how far. Despite their size, the draken were predators that didn’t make much noise even while charging at speed between the trees. The wind in her ears was a bit much, but even that was a natural kind of sound.

While it was late afternoon at the moment, Alyssa discovered that there was nothing she enjoyed more than the smell of the forest at the crack of dawn. She wasn’t quite sure what it was about that particular time, but something about it just made her feel so comfortable and relaxed. It wasn’t bad now, of course, but it couldn’t compare to early in the morning.

For the most part, Alyssa let the draken do whatever they wanted. She was along for the ride. As long as Izsha avoided low branches, Alyssa was perfectly happy to simply sit and de-stress. The draken were happy to run about to their hearts’ content.

After an hour, Alyssa spotted a draken that wasn’t part of her party. A few minutes after, she found Brakkt sitting with his back to a rather large stone, cooking up some kind of woodland creature that might have been a squirrel. Or a rabbit? It was a bit hard to tell. Between the fire, the way it had been skinned, and the shriveled appearance from being cooked, it really didn’t look like anything Alyssa was familiar with.

“Howdy,” she said, sliding from Izsha’s back as the draken came to stop next to him.

“Howdy?”

“It’s a greeting from my home. Well, it doesn’t get much use anymore outside of certain regions, but my dad always said it. And doesn’t this kind of thing just make you feel like a cowboy?” she said while waving her arms between the little cooking fire, the woods, and the draken.

“Cow… boy?”

“You know… never mind.” Sighing, she took a seat next to him. It was a bit warm still to be sitting next to a fire, but not so warm that it felt like a sauna. The rest also gave her a chance to stretch out. Riding the draken was fairly comfortable all things considered, but it did lock her into position for a while. Not to mention the stress on her thighs from clamping onto Izsha. Since riding them regularly became a habit, her muscles had gotten their due workout just from that. “Didn’t expect to find you out here,” she said after stifling a long yawn. “I mean, I figured you were out here because of the missing draken, but it is a pretty big forest.”

Reaching forward, Brakkt pulled the stick from the ground, twisted it, and planted it back where it had come from so that the other side of the squirrel could get some time facing the fire. “They probably smelled it and wanted to come see if they could steal a bit.” He glanced up to Musca, who was staring straight at the half-roasted critter. “Go find your own. There’s plenty out here.”

The draken made a warning trill, but a glare from Brakkt silenced it.

“They’ve been living in the palace for so long, they’ve forgotten how to hunt. They’ve become fat and lazy.”

Musca made another noise. Indignation? Offense? Whatever the noise was, it was clearly displeased with Brakkt’s comment. With a small huff of hot air, it turned and stalked off.

Brakkt just chuckled as he watched Musca. After a moment, he turned to Alyssa. “You want some? Should be almost done.”

“Implying I can’t hunt?”

“Can you?” he asked, eyebrow raised at her smile.

“I mean, I know the theory.” Turning a carcass into meat was, as she had thought when she had very first arrived in this world, not a part of her skill set. But she still didn’t think it would be that hard a task. Killing something to eat was probably more of a trial than chopping it up into edible chunks. Or, as Brakkt had done with his squirrel, she could simply roast most of it all at once.

Or she could just go fishing again. She knew how to do that well enough now.

It did smell good, surprisingly. Not like a steak or hamburger, but not bad. She had never tried squirrel before. At least, not that she knew of. Who really knew what some of those innkeepers were putting into their meat pies. Having seen Sweeney Todd, she would be lucky if squirrel was the strangest of foods she had eaten here.

Still… “I think I’ll pass.” Although she had lived in this world for a few months now, she was still very much a modern girl. Seeing her food in such an… unprocessed state was just a little off-putting. Fish was one thing, but… “Maybe next time? I wasn’t planning on staying out here all that long anyway. My mother and I were going to meet up later tonight for a little while. Kasita as well, once Tzheitza lets her off customer duty.”

“Ah.” He stood, stretching as he moved. “I suppose I should get back soon as well.”

“Don’t pack up on my account. I’d feel bad if I made you go back early. I’m well enough acquainted with the portal and the palace to find my own way.”

“We all have our duties to attend to.” Bending, he picked up the stick the squirrel was on and took a large bite out of its side. He chewed and chewed and turned and spat. A big hunk of something flew off into the woods. Bone? Fat? “Bit sinewy,” he said, taking another bit. “But the meat is quite tasty.”

“I’ll take your word for it.” The squirrel was really too small to share even if she did want some.

As he finished it off, he swept his leather boot over the fire pit, filling it in with the small mound of dirt and snuffing out the flames. Apparently having had enough, he tossed the scraps to Ensou, who had been sitting nearby. The blue-grey draken chomped down on it, stick and all.

Placing his fingers to the sides of his mouth, Brakkt whistled. The sharp cry echoed off the trees.

The scattered draken returned. Izsha hadn’t gone anyway, but Musca, Dasca, and a few others whose names Alyssa wasn’t quite sure of all trotted back.

“I’m quite glad that portal exists,” he said as he hopped onto Ensou’s back.

Alyssa did the same to Izsha. “Handy, isn’t it?” she said as they started heading back toward the portal.

Without any obvious command from Brakkt, the draken moved at a leisurely pace. Something that allowed an easy conversation between him and Alyssa. “Being able to come out here like this whenever we want is… quite a nice experience. Though having the Observatorium’s administrators and brightest students hovering around it every other day is a bit more irritating.”

“No progress in replicating it?” Alyssa doubted it would be possible given the portal’s origins, but really, what was different about what she had done versus what the spell cards did? They were both prayers to Tenebrael. Her version was just slightly more complex, both in the geometric shape of the spell and the words spoken.

“You would have to ask Irulon. She’s the head of their little task force.”

“Yeah. I’ve hardly seen her for these past two weeks because of that.”

“Hm. I believe my father intends to ask you for a favor. Having another portal between Lyria and the Fortress of Pandora would be an invaluable tool for resupply and reinforcement. In both directions.”

“Well, I can try. But that’s all up to Tenebrael.”

“I’ve mentioned as much. Even knowing it might not work, he has started construction on a building outside the city that might serve as a housing area for a portal. A place to use as a local defense if Pandora is overrun; we don’t want monsters having quick access to the center of the city.”

“Makes sense.”

“If it fails, if you can’t make a portal, I believe he intends to repurpose it as housing for friendlier monsters. Fela, the draken, and any other unconventional allies we may decide to invite in. A way to keep them out of the city in the hopes that some tensions die down. Though, as part of her job, Fela will likely still be roaming the streets every day.”

Alyssa nodded. It was surprising that such a thing hadn’t already been done for the draken. Then again, they really hadn’t been allowed outside all that much before. Only for the occasional short trips like the one Alyssa and Irulon had undertaken.

It was a wonder they weren’t all fat or atrophied. Or both.

Still, she was glad that they had the portal now. Its presence was even better than her original plan to get them exercise by running around outside the city. Of course, because they could disappear from the palace at will without even leaving it, they weren’t paraded around the city. The people of Lyria would never grow used to monsters if they never even knew that they existed.

But, until the heat from Fela died down some, it was probably for the best.

As they exited the forest and returned to the wide open lake near her home, Alyssa spotted something in the distance. A bright light in the sky, well below the sun. At first, she thought it to be a simple trick of the light. Perhaps sunlight reflecting off a particularly mirrored portion of the rings that surrounded the world. But it moved. It zipped around in the distance like an overly bright firefly.

It was that movement that made Alyssa nervous.

Iosefael had said that the Astral Authority were not humanoid like most angels. They had not been crafted to be so. They all had distinct shapes that, while different from each other, would be instantly recognizable as divine beings. Alyssa hadn’t been quite sure what that was supposed to have meant, but she had been on the lookout ever since that conversation for anything that might count as divine.

The glowing light just above the edge of the horizon might very well have been nothing.

To be on the safe side, Alyssa called out to Brakkt. “Stop! There’s something there.”

Perhaps due to some trust that had built up between them, Brakkt didn’t argue in the slightest. Neither did the draken. It took a moment to retreat back to the treeline around the lake, but once they were there, Alyssa hopped from Izsha’s back. Her binoculars were always in her little satchel and today was no different. Whipping them out, she focused in on the bright dancing light on the opposite side of the wide lake.

Iosefael had been right. There was no mistaking that thing for anything but a divine being. Even with all the monsters on Nod in all their shapes and sizes, she doubted any could generate that exact warmth of a light. With normal angels, they had halos that they could put on for that kind of light. Disk-shaped rings with gaping holes in the center that floated above their heads. Most modern depictions of angels in fiction and illustrations used that same ring.

This member of the Astral Authority didn’t have quite the same thing. Rather than a hollow ring, it had a large dinner plate of a halo that stretched from wing to wing. An aureole almost identical to the one Alyssa had shaped for herself while addressing the people of Teneville. In her case, the shaping had been deliberate. An attempt to replicate holy figures in old classical paintings. But now, seeing the same radiance and glory coming off this divine being, she couldn’t help but wonder if those paintings hadn’t been based off a creature rather like this one.

Of course, the rest of the creature was entirely alien. Despite having taken a few art history classes that had covered plenty of religious artworks, she had never seen anything quite like this creature. It had feathered wings, just like Tenebrael or Iosefael, though pure white in its case. But that was where the similarities ended.

This thing was just eyes. A hundred eyes in a misshapen sphere, all fighting each other for dominance. They bubbled out, moving like someone blowing on a straw dipped in a pool of soapy water. One large eye would pop, only to be replaced by a dozen smaller eyes that began expanding until they too popped. It churned Alyssa’s stomach to watch, but she imagined it would have been far worse if the eyes hadn’t been empty. There was no blood or guts splattering about with each pop, at least.

That was it. Wings. The old-fashioned halo. Eyes. Every angel Alyssa had encountered so far had been female. Or at least feminine. This thing wasn’t even in the same ballpark.

As it swiveled around the portal, Alyssa spotted one more feature that she had missed earlier. A face. Or perhaps a mask? It looked like it had been carved from stone. White marble or maybe a polished porcelain. It was roughly human, but androgynous. She wasn’t quite sure of its purpose, other than perhaps giving anyone speaking to it something to speak to. It really didn’t look like a natural part of the being at all. In fact, as it flittered around the portal, Alyssa was sure that she could see eyes beneath the mask bubbling and bursting like all the rest.

“What is it?”

Alyssa glanced to her side. Brakkt had dismounted as well to watch with her from behind a wide tree. He wasn’t wearing his helmet at the moment, so she had a clear view of his face. More specifically, she could see his violet eyes watching the distance. They moved about, but not randomly. He was tracking something. “You can see it?”

“I see a light. It’s too far to see more.”

Eyebrows raised as high as they would go, Alyssa handed over her binoculars. “I’m surprised you can see anything at all. But I guess it isn’t really an angel—”

“Eugh. What is it?” he asked again, this time with far more disgust in his voice. From his tone alone, she knew that he could see all the bubbling eyes.

“I think it is a Kindness. A scout and observer for the rest of these fake angels.”

“So what do we do?”

Alyssa didn’t have an answer for that question. It had been an inevitability that the Astral Authority would discover the portal and Teneville. But neither she nor Iosefael had any idea what to do when that happened.

Her hand drifted over to her pistol. She could kill it. There was just the one. With the tips Iosefael had given her, she had no doubt that she would be able to kill it. If she did kill it, it would likely delay the Astral Authority. Maybe only a day, maybe a month. It was hard to say. Their methods and operational procedures weren’t things that Iosefael had experience with.

If she killed it, it would delay whatever plans the Astral Authority had. But it would also likely garner their direct ire. As much as she wished it were the case, she couldn’t be on guard one hundred percent of the time. She had to sleep, after all. Not to mention other distractions.

So Alyssa moved her hand away from her pistol, content to simply watch.

The fake angel zoomed about the house and the portal for the better portion of an hour. Alyssa could tell that the draken were getting restless, but both she and Brakkt remained behind the tree, alert the entire time. No other Astral Authority angel ever appeared.

Just as Alyssa started wondering how long it would remain around, the Kindness backed away. It drifted higher and higher into the sky, keeping its mask locked onto the portal.

It passed in front of the sun, making it difficult to see.

A beam of black-white light intersected the sun.

Alyssa pulled up her binoculars, watching a smoking trail of divine mass fall from the sky. Wings burnt, mask cracked, the Kindness slammed into the hillside at the edge of the forest. The water of the lake rippled from the impact.

“Tenebrael,” Brakkt said in a hushed wisper.

Alyssa nodded slowly. That black light was Tenebrael’s signature color. It could only have been her. But… following the trail of the beam, she had a feeling that it wasn’t Tenebrael herself. It had come from the statue.

Clenching her teeth, she looked back toward the hillside, watching for any sign of movement. Aside from dust settling around the crater and a column of black smoke, there was nothing.

“Great. What now?”
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                “Smells like burnt chicken,” Alyssa said, waving her hand back and forth in front of her face. It didn’t help. The air was so saturated with the smell that a little fanning didn’t do a thing. She supposed it could have been worse. It was still rank.

Brakkt didn’t comment on the smell as he stared down into the ten foot deep hole from the lip of the crater. He had his enchanted sword drawn, but the tip was down and to the side. He clearly wasn’t poised to use it.

Alyssa had her pistol out and a deck of cards pressed between her offhand and the grip, but, like him, she had relaxed some since they saw what was inside the crater.

It was dead, that much was clear. Its eyes no longer bubbled and popped. They sat inert. The whole ones stared off into the void. The rest were… like deflated balloons. The feathers, which had been an almost luminescent white before, were charred black. Which, above all else, might have been the biggest shame of it all.

Tzheitza might have been able to use those feathers.

Turning away, Alyssa looked down into the valley. From the hill where the crater was, she could easily see Teneville. And the giant statue of Tenebrael. It was just how Alyssa remembered it being. Tenebrael, wearing her black dress with her hand outstretched. The hand held a swirling and ever-changing mystic circle. That had to have been what had shot down the Kindness. A weapon of some sort. Alyssa wondered whether it was automated or if Tenebrael had to manually fire on whatever target garnered her ire. She kind of hoped that it was the latter. There was less chance of getting accidentally caught in the crossfire if it decided it didn’t like Iosefael or some other angel that happened to be nearby.

Her eyes flicked downward. The rolling green hills had a few dots trudging across them. People from Teneville. If Brakkt could see the Kindness and had seen Tenebrael’s weapon, it stood to reason that the townsfolk would have seen as well. If a statue of her deity had ‘pointed’ in a direction, she would probably want to investigate too.

And from just how far had that beam been visible? Teneville was located on a small peninsula and the beam had gone over the water, but there were islands in that direction. And, if she remembered right from that shoddy map Aziz had let her take a picture of, the Fortress of Pandora was in roughly the same direction. What would they think about it? And the monsters as well?

“We’re going to have visitors soon,” Alyssa said, nodding toward the dots in the distance. From her few trips between her house and Teneville, she knew it was about a half-day worth of walking. The sun was just about to dip behind the rings in the sky, so if the townsfolk continued, they would be walking through the night.

Teneville wasn’t in that dangerous an area. The only real threat they had around them were the harpies, and those monsters made their home in the opposite direction at the mountain pass. There weren’t ant hives to stumble across, elves hidden underground lying in wait, or hostile nations setting up fortresses. So Alyssa wasn’t too worried for their safety.

The real question was what to tell them.

“Are there policies or protocols for dealing with new monsters?” She remembered Catal and Oz talking about something similar back in the desert, but they were the guild and Brakkt was royalty. Things could be different. Besides that… “I honestly didn’t expect you or anyone else to be able to see them. But since you can, I suppose we should probably treat them more like normal monsters than actual divine beings.”

Brakkt didn’t respond right away. He slid down the incline leading to the dead Kindness, raised his sword, and slashed through the bulk of the creature. Every eyeball that his sword touched popped and deflated, leaving loose scraps of eye-flesh behind. There was still no blood or insides to the creature even after its death.

“Hm,” he grunted. “I should like a live one to test my sword on. But, that I can actually interact with it is an interesting sign. I wonder…”

This time, he pulled a knife from his belt. This knife had a shiny silver blade, but was otherwise fairly average in appearance. It didn’t glow with magical enchantments like his main sword. In fact, it might have been the same knife he had used to slice up fish with Alyssa. And that was probably the point of pulling it out. Kneeling, he tried attacking the Kindness once again. The eyeballs popped, achieving the same result.

“Hm,” he said again, looking over the blade of the knife. From Alyssa’s position, she couldn’t see any residue on the blade. It gleamed just as much as when he had first drawn it. “I suppose treating it like a normal monster will work for now. But I would like to know what kind of defenses they have while alive.”

“Yeah. Me too. Iosefael taught me a few… prayers—” ugh “—that are supposed to help. But I think they rely on Tenebrael’s magic. I guess you could try and see what happens. Worst case, nothing at all.”

“I’ll make time for a few practice sessions. I’m sure Irulon will be interested as well. In the meantime, I may move ahead with my plan to move the draken out of the palace. The other portal building isn’t ready yet, but I’m sure they’ll have no complaints about living out in this forest. Will you?” he asked with a glance up to where Ensou was watching near Alyssa.

“Sorry about that,” Alyssa said as Ensou huffed out a response that was probably positive. “I could try destroying it and remaking it somewhere else.”

“I’d rather not take the chance that you can’t recreate it at the moment. Riding back to the palace wouldn’t be a problem under other circumstances, but I should inform my father of these developments as soon as possible. He will likely want to send his people to investigate. Having the portal open will expedite that.”

“Right.”

“Musca,” he called out, turning away from the fake angel’s corpse. The draken in question got a little closer to the edge of the crater, moving to stand next to Ensou. “Take Dasca, return to the palace, and bring all the draken through to here. Lead them to the forest. If it suits you, find a place to live for a time. Or just lie about doing whatever you want. But do not disturb the humans.”

Draken didn’t often make all that much noise. There were the occasional trills of excitement or warning. Alyssa had heard, rarely, sharp squawks that were likely intended to call attention to something or other. And that was really about it. This time was no different. Brakkt stared at Musca, locking eyes for a moment before turning away, apparently satisfied that it had gotten the message.

Musca trotted off to the lake where some of the less interested draken were enjoying a swim. Musca had probably only come in the hopes that there would be violence to be found. The only other two around were Izsha and Ensou.

“Let’s head back to the palace and gather up my sister and father before anything else happens.”

“We’re ignoring the villagers?”

Brakkt didn’t respond right away. He climbed up the slope of the crater until he reached Alyssa. Glancing down into the valley, he spotted the tiny dots and nodded. “I’ll be back before they arrive.”

Alyssa felt a bit bad about leaving the villagers to hike all this way only for them to eventually be turned away, but she didn’t really want to go tell them off herself. There was a chance that more of these Astral Authority fake angels would appear. While they would probably be interested in the portal, statue, and other instances of Tenebrael’s magic, Alyssa couldn’t help but find herself worrying over her mother and the other Earthlings. She hadn’t really thought about it before, but they had been brought here by Tenebrael using her magic.

After a brief stop at the lake—Brakkt wanted a few of the draken to guard the corpse of the angel from any scavengers—they headed back through the portal to Lyria.

The palace was not on fire. Alyssa took that as a good sign.

Before Brakkt went to the upper levels of the palace to find the people he needed to inform, Alyssa got permission to take Izsha out under the cover of an invisibility spell. Last time, he had given her quite the lecture. She did not want to sit on her knees again as he paced back and forth, calmly explaining how irresponsible it had been to drag Izsha around the city and then just leave it alone near the markets during a time of unrest. Alyssa hadn’t even realized that she had been near the markets, but that really hadn’t been much of an excuse.

This time, there wasn’t quite as much hurry either. The Earthlings were probably just fine. If some fake angels had descended and started causing problems, Alyssa would have expected more panic among the city’s residents. Instead, as Alyssa and Izsha made their way toward the guild’s building, she found the people on the street casually making their way to wherever they needed to go. It was just a normal night as far as any of them were concerned.

If everyone knew how nice it felt to cross the city on the back of a draken, they would probably be a lot more welcome. A horse couldn’t even compare. It was like the difference between a tricycle and a top of the line motorcycle. Of course, if everyone had a draken to ride around on like they were motorcycles, the city would starve in a day. Then the humans would probably wind up eaten as the draken looked for more food sources. And then they might eat each other? Brakkt’s draken seemed like a tight-knit group, but several thousand starving draken would probably be far less picky.

The draken weren’t motorcycles and it was a good thing they weren’t treated as such. Still, she was happy that Izsha let her ride around with it.

The guild, thankfully, had stables. They were for horses, of course, but the building was large and hidden from the sight of the public. That gave Izsha a perfect hideout while Alyssa headed inside.

Although the general air of excited adventurers gathering was still present, there were far fewer people present than Alyssa was used to. The guild building provided not only a place of work and job acquisition, but it acted as a tavern and an inn for most members. So, even in the dead of night, the place would be bustling where other inns closed up shop.

It actually took her a second pass to spot Oz. He was at the usual table, but he was decked out in his full gear. The same stuff he had worn while escorting her around the city and on their trip to rescue Oxart. Lumen sat next to him, tall mug of ale in hand. Her eyes narrowed immediately upon spotting Alyssa, followed by huffing and turning to the side.

Oz at least waved with a smile when he noticed Alyssa’s approach.

“Bit late for potion deliveries, isn’t it?”

“Not here for that today,” Alyssa said, throwing one more glance around. Her mother and Jason could usually be found here at this table with Oz, Catal, and Lumen. But they weren’t anywhere around at the moment. Which did make her a little nervous considering what she was here for. Yet she couldn’t help but ask, “Did something happen?”

Oz’s face turned grim, but it wasn’t him who answered.

“They found another one of those embers,” Lumen said, sounding disgusted. “Despite having been warned, a guardsman tried picking it up. Whispers are going around about how the nobles ordered the guard to bring them one, prompting him to ignore the warnings. Or it could be those fools at the Observatorium quietly putting a price on delivery of one. Regardless, the survivor said that he picked it up and…”

“Normally, the infection takes some time to progress. That offers ample time for quarantine. According to the survivor, that was not the case here.”

Alyssa clicked her tongue. She had been right not to touch the one from back when. That didn’t necessarily make her happy. In fact, a repeat incident was the exact opposite of good news. She had been hoping that the ember had been a one-off thing for the demons to try to trap her with. Now there was a second one? One nowhere near her? Was it supposed to be a message to her? Or were the demons simply using a new tactic against the rest of humanity?

“Has anyone found one of those embers before the one I picked up?”

“Not to my knowledge,” Oz said after a moment of humming to himself. “But I suppose I wouldn’t really know. Demons are… uh… not exactly my thing.”

Lumen let out a loud scoff. “That’s an understatement.”

“Well excuse me for not wanting to fight something that can catch a full power swing of my sword without even blinking. Not all of us can stand back and fire spells behind the front lines. I merely believe in leaving such things to those professionally trained for such things.”

“But you still went to get fully geared up?” Alyssa said, looking his armor up and down.

“Well, with half the guild empty, any jobs that come in might go for a premium.” He adjusted the leather padding around his shoulders, looking dignified and respectable. “How about it? Care for another escort around the city?”

“With my luck, we’ll wind up running head first into a dozen demons before we get to our destination.”

“You’re right. Can’t argue that,” he said with a casual shrug.

Shaking her head, Alyssa looked around one more time, confirming that the people she was here for weren’t actually here. “Have you seen my mother or Jason recently? They didn’t get caught up in this demon mess, did they?”

“No. No. They were here when the news came in. But Jason had an appointment with… that elf. I think Lisa went with him as an escort. Not on official job, of course. She isn’t a proper Knight Solaris yet.”

Yet. Alyssa had warned off Chris successfully, but not her mother. However, that wasn’t the issue at the moment. “They just left after hearing that demons were attacking?!”

“I think attacking is a bit of an exaggeration. As far as I understand it, the situation is already resolved. They just asked the guild to provide some extra support around the bedehouse, just in case.”

“They found it in the bedehouse?” Alyssa felt a slight chill go down her spine as Oz nodded.

“Yep. So long as that stuff stays out there, we’ll be fine here.”

Alyssa scowled, but… he was probably right. On her way over, she hadn’t noticed any panic among the people in the streets. If even a single demon was running rampant, people would have been fleeing. It had to be an isolated incident.

“What about Fela? Is she alright?”

Lumen put on a sneer, which Alyssa ignored.

“Your hellhound? Not sure. Didn’t ask.”

Alyssa promptly pulled out a Message spell. Fela didn’t carry spells with her. She really didn’t wear much in the way of clothes, just some modesty wraps around her chest and groin. Even that wound up doffed the moment she was out of public. However, Trik was a minor arcanist. Capable enough for a simple Message spell. She sent out a quick question asking about Fela, and Trik himself, but she wasn’t going to expect a response immediately. Especially not if there was an ongoing situation.

“Right. I’m going to head out to the blacksmith then. How long ago did they leave?”

“Oh… not long?”

“About half an hour,” Lumen said, pointing a finger toward a notched candle.

“Did they take a horse? Probably on foot, huh?”

She shrugged. Oz didn’t look like he had an answer either. Instead, he raised a finger. “Before you leave, I did have one thing I wanted to ask you.”

“Oz…” Lumen started, warning in her tone.

But he just shrugged her off. “There’s a job coming up in the morning—”

“No,” Alyssa said, eliciting a sigh from Lumen.

“You didn’t even hear what it was.”

“I am far too busy to go gallivanting around. There’s too much on my plate. And that isn’t even accounting for the fact that I do not want to be an adventurer in the slightest.”

“Your mother is going.”

Alyssa blinked. Then she blinked again. “She what.”

Apparently, the issue of her mother’s interest in the guild was a little more immediate than Alyssa had thought.

“It shouldn’t be anything too dangerous,” Oz said, continuing as if he hadn’t noticed Alyssa’s sudden change in mood. “A nobleman has hired us to escort his daughter out of the city and to their home of Illuna. They have been getting some threats—” He paused, leaning in just a little closer to Alyssa, dropping his voice to a whisper at the same time. “—I’ve heard that this particular noble actually likes having the hellhound around. Don’t know if that’s related though,” he added a little louder as he leaned back. “But he is worried that any normal coach and guards would be ambushed en route. There shouldn’t be any threat of monsters or… angels. Hopefully no brigands either. I’m expecting a rather lax job this time.”

“Plan for the worst,” Lumen said before Alyssa could say something similar.

“Of course! That’s why I want Alyssa to come. Having someone who can blast apart a mountain with us will surely increase the chances that nothing will go wrong.”

“That might be overkill,” Alyssa said, running a hand down her face. Lisa was an adult. She could make her own decisions. But… there was still time to talk her out of going. To do that, Alyssa had to go find her mother. “If there are any other developments with this demon situation, Message me. Otherwise, I’ll probably be back to talk later.”

“Glad you’re considering it,” Oz called out as Alyssa started walking away. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched him take an elbow to the stomach courtesy of Lumen, but Alyssa didn’t bother to stop to see if he was alright.

Outside the guild, Alyssa pulled out her phone. Her mother didn’t have one. Tenebrael had disappeared before handing one over. But that wasn’t the case with Jason. Knowing that they were together, Alyssa sent him a quick text asking where they were.

Just receiving a text in response made her sigh in relief. They were fine and almost to the city wall.

Hopping onto Izsha and consuming another of her limited invisibility spells, Alyssa directed the draken down the same streets that she had first taken with Jason to get to Guillem’s smithy. They could have made it there in only a few minutes, but Alyssa decided to take it slowly. Lisa and Jason were still walking down the streets. Alyssa would rather be with them than wait for them.

Especially while demons might be afoot.

The sun had finally set during the few minutes that Alyssa had spent inside the guild. People were still on the streets, but markets, merchants, and other sellers of goods were closing up shops. Even though it had only been a quarter of an hour, the crowds had thinned considerably. Which was a good thing. On the way to the guild, Alyssa hadn’t been able to take main streets. Side streets and alleys provided plenty of space for Izsha.

Superhero movies and comics always had people bounding from rooftop to rooftop to avoid the people on the streets, even if the person or thing doing the bounding was a two-ton lizard dog. Maybe modern construction techniques could handle two tons slamming into a suburban roof, but Alyssa highly doubted that any building around her now would survive Izsha hopping between them.

Izsha made a game of dodging citizens. The bubble of invisibility came so close to other people more times than Alyssa could count. But Izsha always moved away before someone would have actually walked inside. It jumped to the left, sprinted to the right, and hopped clear over a cart carrying wolf pelts and apples. Luckily, or perhaps intelligently, Izsha only jumped over the goods part of the cart and not the two people driving the horses.

While Izsha had her fun, Alyssa spent the time scanning the people they passed, looking for her mother and Jason. Although they both wore clothing from this world—even after having collected several suitcases worth of modern attire from the house, Lisa actually preferred a well made tunic—Alyssa figured that they wouldn’t be too hard to spot. Chris was fairly good at blending in with the local populace. Jason couldn’t fit in if his life depended on it.

And yet, there was no sign of them. All the way down to the southern gate closest to Guillem’s smithy, they were nowhere to be found. Hopping the wall, Alyssa didn’t see them on the path down to the little building near the river.

Had she passed them? Or had they made it down to the blacksmith before Alyssa even reached the gate.

If only she had a way to differentiate between souls while looking around for people. Angels could probably do it, so it stood to reason that the same would be true for her. She just hadn’t figured out how to do so yet. Aside from Irulon, anyway, but she wouldn’t advocate for her mother to take in a second soul just so that Alyssa could keep better track of her.

She was about to send another text when she spotted movement in the corner of her vision. Golden-white feathers floating around the gate.
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                “Message. Brakkt. Three guards at the south east city gate are dead. It looks like they slit their own throats.”

Alyssa would have misjudged the situation completely if it weren’t for one of them still gripping a bloodied dagger. Perhaps he had been trying to fight off an assailant, but it didn’t really look like that. Alyssa was not a forensic expert. She couldn’t even consider herself a forensic novice. But when a man slumped up against a wall had the tip of his dagger pointed at him and a blood trail leading from his throat to the dagger, it was hard to come up with other possibilities.

If it looks like a duck and quacks like a duck…

“Message. Lisa Sharif Meadows. I hope you’re already at the blacksmith. If you aren’t, find somewhere safe and hunker down. Some guards were murdered.”

“Message. Ozheim,” Alyssa said as she pulled out a dozen more Message cards. She started sending warning after warning, making sure that as many people as possible knew. From Kasita and Tzheitza to Oxart and Trik. Even, somewhat begrudgingly, to Decorous. A group of guards murdered at the gate was bad news for just about everyone. The only people Alyssa could think of who might do such a thing were the Juno Federation and the Society of the Burning Shadow. She hadn’t forgotten her experience with the Shadow Assassins. They could easily have done this.

Though the why was a big question. Shadow Assassins could slip over the wall without making a fuss. In fact, Alyssa didn’t think the wall was anything too special. With a little bit of effort, most anyone could get past it without being noticed. With some magic, Alyssa could jump over. Draken could jump over as well. It wasn’t like there was barbed wire at the top, so simply climbing over a section would work easily. And with the city guard bleeding members because of the protests, there were probably plenty of places someone without invisibility could get over without being seen.

Whoever had done this was either stupid, a possibility she shouldn’t dismiss easily, or had something to move through the gate that couldn’t easily move over the walls. A horse-drawn cart full of illegal goods, or something similar. Which could mean that this wasn’t the Juno Federation, but some illegal organization. A gang like Waters Street.

As soon as she had finished sending her Messages out, Alyssa turned a glare on a certain feathered person.

“I can’t believe you won’t tell me what happened. I thought we were allies.”

“That’s not what I meant. I don’t know what happened. I don’t have Tenebrael’s book. You know how troublesome it makes trying to collect souls? I have to react rather than act.”

“Isn’t that all you do anyway? I don’t think I’ve seen an angel pop up before someone died.”

“What’s the phrase? It puts pressure on me? Not literally of course,” she said with a half-chuckle. “But I do miss knowing what I’m supposed to be doing.”

“You like being told what to do without having to think about it.”

“Exactly!” Iosefael said with a bright smile, not at all noticing Alyssa’s frown.

“Who is taking over your job on Earth anyway? Or are you jumping back and forth?”

“There was this short little Archangel who wanted to try her hand at being a Principality. Said she was friends with Tenebrael.”

“Kenziel?”

“Oh? It’s— I’ve wanted to say this one for a while and I think this is a perfect opportunity,” she explained with a pleased grin. “It’s a small world after all! You know Kenziel?”

“I wouldn’t go that far…” Alyssa shook her head. Which had a side effect of bringing her back to reality. There were dead bodies around. Iosefael had already taken their souls. She had been planning on sticking around until someone came by. More guards or Brakkt. Someone. But… No one had messaged her back yet. How long had it been since her Message to Brakkt? Or her first Message to Trik about Fela?

“Is there magic that blocks Messages?”

“Can’t answer that,” Iosefael said with a small sigh.

“Can’t or won’t?”

“I don’t know how Tene has her… magic set up. It isn’t natural. Humans shouldn’t have the ability to do the things they do in this world. Not without something like what you and Tene share.”

“Great…” With the amount of Messages Alyssa had sent out, not receiving even a single one in return had to mean something was up. Something besides three corpses.

Pulling out her phone, she sent off two quick texts. The first went to Jason, informing him of the situation and telling him to stay put. The second went to Chris. His inn wasn’t too far from the central garrison building. He didn’t need to get inside, but if he could inform someone that there had been murders at the gate and that Messages were being blocked, it would help a lot.

Both responded almost immediately. Chris was on his way to the garrison. Jason and Lisa were both down at the blacksmith. Safe. For now. That let her sigh in relief. She was tempted to rush down there, but…

“Izsha. Have you found anything?”

The draken had taken to smelling the ground around the crime scene. Unfortunately, Izsha turned back and shook its head in the negative. Without being able to properly communicate, she didn’t know exactly why Izsha hadn’t been able to find anything, but she had guesses. This gate was likely the least used gate in the entire city. Merchants traveling in and out of Lyria used it as well as anyone heading to the river to fish or visit the blacksmith. But there wasn’t much in the way of farmland immediately outside. Even without a few hundred farmers going in and out, there were still enough people, enough different scents, that it wouldn’t be easy to identify something suspicious among all that.

Alyssa had been hoping for something. Iosefael had only arrived a moment ago. The deaths had only occurred a minute before that. Whatever caused it had to have been fresh, but…

“Nothing, huh?”

Izsha shook its head again.

“I wanted to talk to you more,” Alyssa said to her angelic companion. “I saw a Kindness today.”

“Y-You did? What happened?”

“Tenebrael killed it.”

Iosefael perked up, eyes illuminated in the darkness. “She came out of hiding?”

“No. Her statue fired a laser beam at it.”

“Oh.”

“Unfortunately, with all this,” Alyssa said, waving a hand around the gate, “I don’t know that I have time to talk. Unless you can stop time? Tenebrael did that on occasion.”

“That’s not something I can do,” Iosefael said. Her wings slumped in disappointment as she spoke. “I’m just a Principality.”

The very first time Alyssa had met Iosefael, the angel had failed to send her back to Earth several times. Alyssa distinctly remembered thinking that the angel was useless back then.

And that thought hasn’t changed.

“Hmm…” Alyssa glanced down at her own hand, thinking. But, despite the urge, she shook her head. It would have been convenient. She would have had all the time to do whatever, whether that be finding out who did this, checking in on her mother, or just grabbing a snack from an inn. Yet it almost certainly would have drawn more of the Astral Authority. Not to mention the fact that messing with the fundamental forces of the universe was probably not a good idea… without supervision.

She had seen every episode of the original Twilight Zone. Messing with time without the guarantee of being able to fix it again was bound to go poorly.

Clenching her fist, Alyssa looked back up to Iosefael. “Has anyone else died a violent death in the city tonight?”

“Not so far,” Iosefael said, looking around. “But two people did just die on the other side of the world. Probably not related, but…”

“But you have to go.” Useless though she was, Iosefael was an angel. She was about the only person around that Alyssa could actually speak with regarding divine matters. “Come back when you get a moment or two. I want to know what the likely response of the Astral Authority will be, among many other things.”

“The problem with not having a book is not knowing when I’ll have time between deaths,” Iosefael said with an extended sigh. “But I’ll see what I can do.”

With a wave of her golden-gloved hand, Iosefael vanished into a flurry of feathers.

“Do they really have to molt so much,” Alyssa grumbled, waving a hand back and forth in front of her face. It was always irritating to stand so close to a disappearing angel. “Alright,” she said as she turned to address Izsha. “Chris is headed for Oxart. Knowing how she reacted when the trolls attacked, she’ll likely send out riders to check other gates and to alert everyone who needs alerting. And she’ll know who those people are better than me. So what do we do?”

As she spoke, she couldn’t help but glance off toward the smithy. It was clearly occupied. The forge belched black smoke at regular intervals. Even looking through her binoculars with Unseen Sight active, she didn’t see anything to be concerned about. As long as they were down there and whoever had done the killing was inside the city, they should be safe. That didn’t stop her from wanting to check in on them.

She perked up as she realized that she had the perfect excuse.

“They might have seen something.” They couldn’t have passed through the gate long before the guards had been murdered. Whoever had done it might have been coming up the path as they were leaving.

Whoever had done it was lucky that they hadn’t gotten her mother caught up in the killing. A flash of pure hate ran through her body as she realized just how close her mother had been. She couldn’t say what she would have done, but…

My fingernails are black, Alyssa noted with surprise. She took in a deep breath. After holding it for a count of three, she slowly let it back out. With the exhale, the color of her fingernails returned to their usual, unpainted state.

“Come on,” she said, hopping into Izsha’s saddle. “Let’s go see if they noticed anyone coming up to the gate. Maybe we’ll have a description for when Oxart’s people arrive.”

Izsha didn’t disagree. Together, they took off, flying across the path that led straight to the blacksmith. What would normally have taken ten to fifteen minutes to walk passed underneath them in an instant.

The building had larger doors than most houses. Perhaps to move larger projects in and out of the building. They were definitely large enough for Izsha to fit in. Alyssa almost went and pulled them right open, but she hesitated.

Having warned her mother that there was trouble afoot, she had a slight worry that she would walk in to find herself riddled with holes. Her mother, to the best of her knowledge, hadn’t ever been a shoot first kind of person. But this was a whole different world. It operated under different rules. And her mother was good at adapting.

So Alyssa paused outside, sent a text to Jason letting him know that a draken and a human were about to enter, and waited for a response.

Apparently, Guillem had traps in her workshop. It took a moment for her to disable them.

So it was a really good thing that Alyssa hadn’t barged in.

The door creaked open, just a thin little crack. Enough to see an elvish eye staring back at her. “Huh. I do recognize you. Barely.”

“What?”

Alyssa jerked back as the door slammed in her face. She glanced toward Izsha and got the draken equivalent of a shrug in return.

A heavy-sounding latch moved on the other side of the door. Once again, it creaked open, this time far wider.

“Welcome! Welcome!” the elf said as she moved out of the way. “Or should I say welcome back?”

Ugh. Alyssa had only met the elf once. It had been a fairly memorable visit. Mostly because of how the elf acted. Frankly, she was just a little too overactive to mesh well with Alyssa’s personality, but… well, if she was keeping people safe, then Alyssa wouldn’t complain too much.

Speaking of keeping people safe, Alyssa felt her muscles relax upon seeing her mother in the workshop. Everything was fine. No assassins, shadow or otherwise, had attacked. And her initial worry of the Astral Authority fluttering about seemed unfounded as well. Given that it had taken them two weeks to locate a giant portal next to the giant statue of Tenebrael, Alyssa doubted that they were truly investigating mortal affairs. At least, they hadn’t been. Now that they were, they might spend some more time around humans and Teneville in particular in an attempt to locate Tenebrael.

Alyssa could only hope that they would wait until the current crisis was over before they started causing trouble.

Speaking of the current crisis…

Lisa was toward the back of the room and she did indeed have her pistol out. Though her finger was nowhere near the trigger. It was good that she had taken the threat seriously, but… “I did tell you about Projectile Reflection, right?”

“You said it was a relatively rarely used spell because of its limited applications.”

“But one of its applications is deflecting bullets. And the kind of people who might target us are also the kind of people who will know what guns are. Especially if this is the Juno Federation.”

“Then why carry a pistol yourself? Why offer one to Kasita?”

“First of all, Kasita can’t be hurt by a gun. A reflected shot is more likely to hit the people behind her. Which I definitely warned her about. Secondly, I’m just saying that you do need to be discerning in your targets.”

“Of course.”

“Good.” Alyssa nodded.

Noticing Guillem paying rapt attention to the conversation, Lisa holstered her pistol, turning to the side to keep it mostly out of sight. Did that mean that she had only drawn it when Guillem went up to open the door? The text messages could be trusted. Even if someone else got their hands on someone’s phone, no one in this world except Kasita and maybe Irulon knew how to send text messages. Then again, if that prudence kept her safe, Alyssa really shouldn’t complain.

More importantly…

“Did you see anything?” Alyssa asked, looking between her mother and Jason. “Those men were killed only a minute after you passed by. Even if you only saw cloaks or horse colors or anything, it might help the city guard identify them sooner.”

Even Guillem might have seen something if she had been looking outside her workshop at the time. It was a bit of a distance to see without binoculars, but Alyssa wouldn’t put it past the elf to have invented a telescope. Just looking around the workshop, Alyssa could tell that she had been hard at work on Jason’s farm tractor. There were three little models roughly the size of remote control cars. Two were in motion. They sat on a pedestal placed under the main body to keep the wheels from touching the ground. Alyssa didn’t notice a difference between the two, but the wheels of one were spinning far faster than the other.

The third model was leaking all over the place.

“There was a cart headed toward the gate when we left,” Jason said, nodding his head. “I think there was only one person with the cart? Someone sitting at the reins of the horses.” He had sounded certain about the existence of a cart. His voice was far less certain about a possible rider.

Alyssa glanced to her mother, hoping for confirmation.

Lisa had her brows furrowed, deep in thought. Slowly, she started nodding. “It was a covered cart. Like Oregon Trail wagons. There could have been more inside.”

That just made the contents more suspicious. While she had seen a few carts with tarps thrown over top, they were few and far between. To have one roll up to the city gate right as the guards were murdered… What would be inside? Monsters? There was almost certainly a Shadow Assassin. Oz and his party had destroyed the fairy oasis and she and Irulon had destroyed the outpost, but perhaps the Juno Federation had a few locked up in other locations.

Alyssa doubted that they would try failed tactics again. The gaunt and the shadow assassins could have accomplished more and would probably be a valid threat a second time. Especially the gaunt. If not for Alyssa and her overcharged Spectral Chains, that one could have been particularly bad. But a gaunt was far from the only scary thing out there. Alyssa had heard mentions, mostly from Oz, about things whose names sounded terrifying, let alone what they actually did. Mind flayers, shadowlurkers, gardens of eyes, and whatever a deep accursed was supposed to be.

And what if it was something other than monsters?

Working for Tzheitza had given her a fairly intimate knowledge of just what potions could accomplish. From fumes that would put people to sleep to incendiaries as strong as thermite, there were definitely some dangerous things that could be hidden away in a large cart. No direct bombs, however. Nothing Tzheitza made had an explosive element to it. Dragonsfire would bathe an area in extremely hot flames, but it wouldn’t apply the concussive force needed to topple buildings.

That wasn’t to say that such devices, magical or otherwise, didn’t exist. But even without them, damage could still be severe.

Alyssa typed out the description of the cart and… “Do you remember the horse colors?”

“There were two. Both brown, I think?” Jason said, looking to Lisa for confirmation. She nodded an agreement.

With the colors in the text, Alyssa sent it off to Chris. Brown horses were basically every horse in the city, but hopefully there wouldn’t be that many covered carts with two brown horses. The real worry was whether or not Oxart and the guard as a whole had enough people to search. If the cart was just headed straight to a high priority target, it might be easier. The garrison, noble manors, the palace, and the Observatorium were the most obvious targets that Alyssa could think of, but if it was a bomb or worse, poison, they might try to get to the aqueducts or some other vital infrastructure. However, if the cart was headed to some secret chambers underground to wait for a later attack, it would be significantly harder to locate quickly.

“Alright. If you think of anything else useful, text me.”

“Where do you think you’re going?”

“Izsha and I can make our way around the city much faster than most others. Messages are blocked, but phones work. With the phone, I can stay in contact with you. Chris is with Oxart, so we can coordinate and such. I have experience fighting shadow assassins among other things. I can’t just stay here. But you can.” Turning toward Guillem, Alyssa looked the elf in the eye and said, “Keep them safe.”

“You’re trusting an elf?” she said, cocking her head to one side.

“Are you going to do anything to them?”

“No! No!”

Alyssa shrugged and looked back to her mother. “Just stay safe here, okay?”

Lisa stared. For a moment, Alyssa thought she would say something about how this wasn’t her duty or that the city guard would handle it. Instead, she looked straight at Alyssa and said, “Wouldn’t it be better to have three phones out in the city instead of having one locked up in this workshop?”

“I could take it to Kasita or—”

“I’m saying, dear daughter, that I will be going too.”

Alyssa bit her lip, wondering why her mother had to make everything harder for everyone. But before she could say anything, her mother continued.

“We can meet up with the city guard or perhaps Oz and Catal. I’ll split off, going with some of them. There is no point in keeping two phones together, so we will have to split up. Don’t worry. I know how much you would complain if I said I was going to wander alone.”

Tapping a finger against her thigh, Alyssa eventually nodded. She didn’t have the time to argue all night. Not if she wanted to be of some use. “Fine. We’ll join up with the guild. But you listen to them, alright? They know more about magic and monsters than you do.” That was a lesson that had almost gotten her killed learning. She couldn’t let her mother make the same mistake.

Luckily, her mother wasn’t the type to head off into things without thought. She would listen to Oz’s advice.

“Of course,” Lisa said with a smile.

“Um. I’ll stay here, shall I?” Jason said, holding a single finger in the air. “Have to make sure our prototypes don’t get stolen.”

At least he was being sensible. He still had a bit of an inflated opinion of himself, but he wasn’t thinking he was the main character of some cartoon anymore. Not being able to use high level magic had been something of a blow to his confidence. If only Lisa was the same.

“Alright. Let’s go.”
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                Running through the city on Izsha’s back would have been far more freeing if not for the need for stealth. Even though night had fallen, people were still out on the streets. Not as many as during the day, but this was prime time for farmers to visit taverns and inns for a quick evening meal and maybe some entertainment. Unfortunately for some, one particular tavern was missing their rock star of a lute player tonight.

“Find anything? Oxart is asking again.”

“Not yet,” Alyssa said, holding the phone up to her ear. “I think Izsha thinks there is something in the air. We’re near the Observatorium, but heading further east, away from it.”

“Stay safe Alyssa, don’t go charging in without reinforcements.”

“I know, mom. I learned that lesson already.”

A three-way call let them stay in communication with each other without the possibility that one group got ambushed before they could type out a text message. And it was faster in general. She hadn’t known it was possible with the semi-outdated phones that Jason and Chris had, but Jason had suggested they try. It was nice, but sometimes they started talking over each other. Still, better than nothing. In fact, it was drastically better than nothing.

“This is Oxart,” came the stiff voice of the former guard captain. She sounded a bit distant and some background noise had sprung up. Chris had probably changed to speakerphone. “These… phones,” she said slowly. “How difficult would it be to procure more of them?”

“Nearly impossible. The way I got them was…” Tenebrael had provided them. And Alyssa had Tenebrael’s power at the moment. It might be possible to get more.

Especially with what Iosefael had told her. Tenebrael’s power was finicky. But it wasn’t based on the whims of the angel, apparently. Whether or not a miracle manifested was solely down to willpower and the verbal prayer that Alyssa had to speak. The times when Alyssa had failed to create a miracle hadn’t been because Tenebrael was denying her—probably, Iosefael had said—but because something in a prayer or her own mental fortitude had been missing.

So, theoretically, she could figure out exactly what she needed to say to conjure a few phones. And now that she was thinking about it, doing so for Kasita, Irulon, Brakkt, and a few others like Oxart would probably be a very good idea. But, she had a feeling that Oxart was asking about something else. Perhaps giving a phone to every single one of the guards under her command. If Alyssa could magic up a whole crate of phones, that might be possible. But if she had to go one by one…

It might still be worth it. She had to admit that much. Though they had better make her wealthier than the Pharaoh if she did. However, she had been thinking in the short term a lot since arriving in Nod. Half the problems she had gotten involved in were her own fault for thinking in the short term rather than viewing the bigger picture.

Alyssa wasn’t going to be around forever. She had no intentions of dying anytime soon, but she did still want to return to Earth. Or, if possible, create a connection between here and Earth. Originally, she had wanted to leave completely, but now, she had people whose company she enjoyed. It was disheartening to think that she might never see Irulon or Tzheitza ever again, among others. However, even if she lived out her entire life on Nod, she highly doubted that there would ever be someone who could replace her in terms of acting as Tenebrael’s proxy. If her mother had been able to see Tenebrael, she would have suspected that it was a genetic ability. But that wasn’t the case.

“Talk to Jason,” Alyssa eventually said. “He is a guild scrivener currently working with Guillem, the elf blacksmith, on a few projects. Ask him if he could come up with some way to make telegrams.”

“Telegrams?”

“I’d explain more, but…”

“Right. Focus on the current situation.”

“Speaking of, what is further east of the Observatorium? I don’t think I’ve ever really been in this whole quadrant of the city before.”

“There are several upper class markets along with wealthy but non-noble dwellings such as those of merchants. Public works buildings also primarily occupy that section of the city including the primary city inlet for the aqueduct, the largest bathhouse in the city, the Eastgate Guardhouse, several storage warehouses for both food and goods, and the amphitheater. In addition, there are several goldsmiths and silversmiths operating in that area, along with artist workshops, the primary papyrus supplier for the city, and a particularly notable silk weaving guild.”

“Great.” Alyssa had already identified food and water as being possible targets for poisonings. She had already informed Oxart of her suspicions of the cargo the intruders might be carrying. The bathhouse could also be targeted. It would have to be a slow acting poison in order to hit as many people as possible. Gold and silver sounded like they would be targets, but probably not to someone like the Juno Federation. Precious metals were more for the common thief than international spies and assassins.

However, papyrus might be another big target. All spell cards were created from specially manufactured papyrus-based cardstock. Targeting that wouldn’t instantly cripple the city, but it would make things much harder for arcanists. Even if only temporary, supply would become limited and prices would skyrocket. The Observatorium and the students within might not be able to afford to continue their lessons and practice. Alyssa imagined that the palace kept a private supply of papyrus. A ruler seemed like the kind of profession to run through paper like crazy. Irulon and the Pharaoh might not be hit that hard by a sudden lack of cards, but the city guard would probably have to be a lot more discerning in what they cast and how often.

Alyssa had to purchase her own spell cards from the market. So she would be affected too.

If Alyssa were strategizing for the long-term, papyrus supply would make for an excellent target. Especially if she could ensure that supply remained low, maybe by burning, poisoning, or otherwise destroying the papyrus plants themselves. After a year of limited access to spell cards, Lyria would be a far softer target.

“I hope you’ve sent a decent amount of guards to… Hold up…”

Izsha slowed down as they reached an intersection. The why wasn’t immediately apparent. It was a normal intersection as far as Alyssa was concerned. There were buildings at the corners. Shops by the look of their large windows and signposts. Over the roof of one, she was fairly certain that she could see the bathhouse Oxart had mentioned right beneath one of the larger aqueduct veins.

There was no sign of any intruders no matter the direction Alyssa looked. There were tracks from carts, but there were tracks from carts everywhere. One of the streets at the crossroads had a particularly large pile of horse droppings—whose smell was just now reaching Alyssa, forcing her to wrinkle her nose—but even that wasn’t unusual. For all the magic they had, this was still a medieval society. Where horses traveled, there was evidence of their passing. At least Lyria had the benefit of sanitary teams going around to clean up such things.

Even with being unable to tell how fresh the smell was, Alyssa was leaning toward that being the direction they should head. It had to be relatively recent. And unless Izsha was way off the mark—a possibility as she was pretty sure that Izsha had picked one among a myriad of smells to follow—evidence of a horse recently passing was as good of a clue as they were likely to get.

But Izsha looked from one side to the other, seeming just as confused as Alyssa. Draken were hunters. They knew how to track targets. Two had tracked Oxart clear across the desert using just a small sample smell from the fairy and Oxart. Then again, the desert probably had far less smells to get confused about. It was a wide open area without a lot of people.

Alyssa blinked, then blinked again.

Thinking about the desert reminded her. The draken had gotten confused at one point while tracking Oxart. It had taken Irulon using some post cognition spell to discover that the Society of the Burning Shadow had captured Oxart and the fairy. They had used that smoke-mist stuff to do so, which had interrupted the draken's tracking.

But the mist had come from an angelic artifact. One that had been destroyed… right? Perhaps they had excavated the collapsed church building and recovered enough of it to use. Or maybe Adrael popped up again and simply gave them another one. Maybe neither had happened and they simply had a small supply of the mist in those canisters that Morigan had used on the very first fairy that Alyssa had ever seen. Either way, the doubt in Alyssa's mind made way for certainty that the Society of the Burning Shadow was, indeed, back again and that it was their mist making Izsha confused.

She promptly conveyed the results of her logic dive over the phone, resulting in a swearing Oxart.

“I don’t have any cards of Irulon’s post cognition spell,” Alyssa added. It just wasn’t a spell she had ever thought she would need. “I think it was called retrograde cognition?” And Irulon wasn’t around either. Oxart had gotten in contact with the palace, but Alyssa hadn’t met up with them. Not yet, at least. Without Messages and without them having phones, her ability to communicate with Irulon was severely limited.

Alyssa looked down at her fingernails. They were normal at the moment, not Tenebrael’s particular shade of black. There were several options she could try. From a portal to bring Irulon here, a miracle to the effect of Retrograde Cognition, a miracle to track the intruders better, and about a dozen other things.

But she was wary.

It had just been that one Kindness so far, but that one was proof enough that the Astral Authority was present on this world. Unless she completely broke off her connection to Tenebrael, she would likely draw their attention sooner or later. But hoisting a neon light in the sky above her head while in the midst of another crisis seemed like a foolish and small-picture way to go about things.

“Where was Irulon’s last known position?”

“She was on her way to the gate to investigate the murders for herself.”

“Great.” One hundred percent in the wrong direction. “Where are you at, mom?”

“Southern part of the city. Not far from the gate. Oz, Lumen, Catal, and I can head there if you think that’s the best option.” There was a slight pause from her. Her phone didn’t have the same background noise that Chris and Oxart’s phone had, so it probably wasn’t on speaker, but there were some voices. Oz, possibly. Alyssa couldn’t hear what he was saying, but her mother made a few noises of agreement. “Right. We’re not finding much around here anyway. We’ll see if we can’t meet up with Princess Irulon.”

“Thanks. I’m going to continue looking around here with Izsha. Maybe we’ll pick up the scent again.”

“Stay safe.”

“Yeah. You too.”

With a pair of headphones, looted from the house, Alyssa was able to slip the phone into her pocket and still hear if Oxart, Chris, or her mother had anything to say. Unfortunately, the headphones lacked a microphone. She would have to fish the phone back out if she wanted to respond. But being hands free allowed her to point toward the horse droppings. “Let’s head that way, Izsha.”

Izsha seemed a little reluctant, looking back down the opposite street before following along with Alyssa’s suggestion. Alyssa couldn’t be sure why. It would be handy if the draken could speak, but…

For some reason, she pictured herself flying on an airplane, groggily waking up to Izsha calling out her name with its raptor-shaped mouth. The thought actually made her laugh.

Even with how silly it would have looked, the utility of it would definitely have been worth it. Once again, Alyssa found herself glancing down to her fingernails. Could Tenebrael’s power grant Izsha the ability to speak? Or even just allow Alyssa to understand. That would work to roughly the same effect. And, if she did something to herself, it likely wouldn’t be that big of a neon sign. Or rather, she already had a neon sign above her head in the form of her connection to Tenebrael. Adding one more neon arrow wouldn’t be that big a change.

Closing her eyes, Alyssa let out a slow breath as she concentrated. Just like Iosefael taught her. When she opened her eyes again, her fingernails were black. It was a bit of an odd sight to suddenly have colored fingernails. It was like those science fiction movies where makeup could be applied instantly with the touch of a button. She wouldn’t have picked black, but there wasn’t much she could do about it.

Rather than consider what color of fingernail polish she would prefer—Alyssa had never been one for such things—she tried to think of exactly what she wanted. A way to communicate with Izsha? She already had one-way communication. Izsha was plenty smart enough to understand English. That would more than likely change something about Izsha, which was not what Alyssa wanted. Asking for understanding would be the best way to put it in such a way that it only affected Alyssa. Hopefully.

After mentioning the words Alyssa had spoken to create the portals between her home and the stables as well as the portal to Tenebrael’s dark room, Iosefael had gotten a little upset. She had been dissatisfied with Alyssa’s requests to Tenebrael. They were short, insincere, and lacked specifics, which could easily result in unintended effects. Alyssa really didn’t care about the insincere aspect of her requests, but the others she could understand. Applying a miracle to herself had the potential to go drastically sideways. Given angelic nature to avoid harming mortals, she doubted that a malformed miracle would kill her. There were still plenty of things that might go wrong.

That was easier to see with a portal than a comprehension miracle, but Alyssa was sure that something could go wrong. Like, what if she traded her ability to understand other people for the ability to understand draken? That would probably not be the best result.

Izsha’s casual trot picked up to a swift pace before Alyssa could decide on exactly how she wanted to word her request to Tenebrael. Thinking the draken might have picked up the scent again, Alyssa dedicated her concentration to watching their surroundings. She could always try to communicate properly with Izsha later.

It wasn’t shadow assassins, fairies, horses, or any other kind of intruder that caught Izsha’s nose. A group of eight marched down the street in a loose formation. All of them wore the darker armor of the palace guard, though rather than a violet trim, theirs was a deep red. A plague containment team. At their head, Fela trotted along on all fours, obviously sniffing at the air around them.

Watching them march was an interesting experience. The few people on the street gave the group a wide berth. Fela had become fairly well known among the populace given how much she was on the streets. Even though she hadn’t once harmed a human, that didn’t stop anyone who spotted her from taking whatever cover they could. A few people even detoured into the buildings that were probably not supposed to be open to the public.

It was nice to see that there was far less panic compared to her first week out on the streets. One man even walked by nodding his head toward one of the guards, who nodded in return. He didn’t seem concerned about the hellhound in the slightest.

The guards had changed as well. On Fela’s first week out, all but Trik had been on guard to the point where they had looked more ready to attack Fela than demons. Now, even though she was at the head of the group still, they looked more like they were walking with her as comrades. Their eyes hardly stopped on her as they observed their surroundings for external threats.

External threats like Izsha barreling right next to them. From their perspective, it would have looked like it had popped out of nowhere, so Alyssa could forgive shouts of alarm, reading of weapons, and even a few spells. It helped that the spells wound up nullified thanks to Adrael’s staff. Trik, at the head of the group alongside Fela, quickly calmed them down with a few shouted orders.

“Sorry,” Alyssa said, giving Izsha a light thwack of her hand. She didn’t even know if the draken could feel it through the tough scales, but Alyssa’s hand sure stung.

“I’d appreciate a little warning next time,” Trik grumbled. “We’re a little on edge at the moment.”

“Yeah… Sorry about that.” Izsha probably deserved a bit more than a small whack upside the head for jumping into the middle of them immediately after they had just lost a few people to an ember at the bedehouse. “I heard about what happened.”

“Well, I can’t say that I’m upset to see you. I wanted to send the men home, give them much needed rest. But…” he trailed off, glancing toward Fela. “Duty is apparently calling us again tonight.”

Aside from a glance, Fela had hardly looked at Alyssa or Izsha. Her nose was in the air as she continued forward with her face set in a deadly serious grimace. Izsha had to trot to keep up. A few of the other guards had actually fallen far enough behind to have left the Empty Vessel bubble. From the outside, it must look like quite the sight to have people disappear and reappear every so often.

Alyssa decided to just cancel the spell. They were in the presence of palace guards. Izsha wouldn’t stand out nearly so much.

“She smells something else?” Alyssa asked as the glass shards dispersed into nothing around them.

“A big one apparently.”

“That’s… I hope unrelated to why I’m here. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but Messages seem to be being blocked at the moment.”

“It would explain a few things.”

“The guards at one of the south gates were murdered and there are likely intruders inside the city. Maybe a fairy, almost certainly a shadow assassin.”

“Lovely.”

“My thoughts exactly. I have a very limited way around the Message blocking and am currently in contact with a few Knights Solaris as well as Oxart… speaking of…” She pulled out her phone. “This is Alyssa. I’ve made contact with Trik, Fela, and their plague containment team. We’re… Where the heck are we?” she said, looking around. Between her thoughts of communicating with Izsha and the sudden burst of speed to find Trik, Alyssa had no clue where they were in relation to the crossroads they had been at.

“Just north of the amphitheater,” Trik said, pointing southward. Sure enough, there was a large and very Roman Colosseum-esque building sticking out over the top of some of the smaller structures.

Chris, apparently having heard Trik, said, “Acknowledged. Oxart is organizing a few of the guards, but I’ll let her know the moment she is done.”

“We’ve reached the southern gate,” Lisa said. “Princess Irulon is in the middle of a… spell to determine what happened at the gate.” Retrograde Cognition, probably. “Will update once she is done, but Alyssa, apparently the Pharaoh is somewhere in your area.”

“The Pharaoh is here?” Alyssa wanted to breathe out a sigh of relief, but… that just meant things were serious or worrying enough that he had descended from the palace to take care of them himself.

“According to one of the guards.”

“I’ll keep an eye out for him.”

“Stay safe.”

“Yeah. You too. I—”

Fela stood fully upright, fur bristling.

“There might be a demon in the area,” Alyssa whispered into the phone. “Gotta go, I’ll keep in touch.”

Phone back in her pocket, Alyssa called out to the hellhound. “What is it, Fela?”

“It’s close, but…” she breathed in deeply and slowly through her nose. “Something was here not too long ago. A few minutes at the least. I think it is inside one of these buildings.”

“It was outside?” Alyssa heard one of the plague containment guards mumble.

“Means it is going to be a bad one.”

“Think that monster is any good at fighting demons?”

“Better it than—”

“Quiet!” Trik shouted. “Get yourselves ready. Ack, Radia, Lerk. Move up. And everyone, for the love of Tenebrael, do not touch anything that glows.”

Despite that comment, the three guardsmen who moved forward to stand side-by-side with Fela all had weapons that glowed. Not as bright or as all-encompassing as Brakkt’s enchanted sword. Theirs was more like someone had decided to tattoo a sword with green glow-stick fluid. Still definitely enchanted.

Alyssa pulled out her pistol, checked the magazine, chambered a round, and rested her finger on the safety. A normal bullet wouldn’t hurt a demon. Not significantly, anyway. But she had something to try regardless.

Unfortunately, she didn’t get a chance.

The house Fela had been staring at exploded. Bricks and rubble blasted through the air. Alyssa barely got a Projectile Reflection up before one slammed into her. One of the guards wasn’t so lucky. He went down to the ground, but he was still moving. That metal helmet of his might have saved his life. Fela punched a rock out of the air with a furious growl. Izsha took several hits to the side, enough to make it stagger. However, its position probably saved several of the guardsmen.

People on the street were screaming and running away. Trik was shouting at his men, trying to keep them organized.

But Alyssa stared with wide eyes.

On the ground in the middle of the street, surrounded by cracked earth, a woman with embers for eyes clawed at a silver spear in her chest. A demon. But the thing that held the spear was what had Alyssa’s attention.

It looked like a crochet doll, woven from silver filigree. There were no features on the life-sized toy. Not even elbows or knees. Its hands were stuffed balls of silver. But it had a shining aureole behind its head and a porcelain mask where its face would be.

One of the Astral Authority. A front-line warrior.

A Patience.
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                “Don’t engage,” Alyssa said as loudly as she dared. “Don’t attack. Don’t… You can see it, right?”

“What in Tenebrael’s name is that?” Trik whispered. It wasn’t a direct answer to Alyssa’s question, but it was answer enough.

“A Patience.” A member of the Astral Authority right in the middle of the city. It wasn’t doing anything obviously related to hunting Tenebrael, but maybe that shouldn’t be a surprise. Their original purpose was to hunt demons and fallen angels. They likely found humans-turned-demon offensive.

Well, that much was obvious. The thing pulled its spear from the demon’s chest, swung it around, and lopped the head of the demon clear off. According to Fela, that demon should have been a fairly dangerous one. But the Patience cut off its head with far less effort than Brakkt had done to the Taker.

It stood there, standing over the corpse with its spear held in both of its hands. Or… Its hands were ball-like without fingers or even a palm. On appearance alone, Alyssa would have said that it was magnetic. The spear just clung to the ball-like hands. But knowing better, it was probably magic of some sort.

“At least we don’t have to fight the demon,” one of the men said.

“Are you kidding? What if we have to fight that? At least we know what infected are capable of.”

“I don’t think it will hurt humans,” Alyssa said, biting her lip. Izsha, Fela, and—as much as she complained about people suspecting she wasn’t human—herself were another matter entirely. Izsha and Fela were monsters. Relics, Iosefael called them. And Iosefael didn’t particularly like their existence. Whether or not a fake-angel would care wasn’t a question that she had thought to ask Iosefael.

As for Alyssa, she had a connection to Tenebrael. The Astral Authority should be interested in that over just about anything else.

Perhaps sensing her apprehension, Izsha took a few steps backward.

“We should give it some space. Lots of space, preferably.”

It was still just standing there. Its porcelain mask was locked onto the corpse of the infected human. If it did so much as turn toward them, Alyssa had a Spectral Chains ready to fire. And her pistol. She wasn’t about to let her friends or Trik and his men come to harm. But Alyssa wanted to avoid a fight if possible. Tenebrael might be happy to blast these things out of the air, but Alyssa wasn’t half as confident in testing herself against an unknown foe. Especially not in the middle of a populated city.

Unfortunately, although Izsha was moving back, Trik remained where he was. And with him, his men. He was their leader, not Alyssa.

“We can’t let a monster roam the streets of the city unchecked.”

“This isn’t a normal monster. It’s…”

A flash of flames signaled the true demon’s arrival.

The Patience turned to the pentagram, readying its spear.

The demon appeared, already swinging her scythe. Raising its spear, the Patience stopped the curved blade just an inch from its crocheted neck.

A beat passed with no movement from either. The Patience’s porcelain mask showed no expression while the demon’s eye crinkled. Mirth? Worry? It was so hard to tell with only that small patch of her face visible. Flicking her gaze to Alyssa, the demon winked? Or maybe just blinked.

Whichever one it was, that was the signal for the fight to begin in earnest.

Alyssa had thought that the pentagram was some kind of container for the demon. Like a shackle to keep it in place. But the demon didn’t seem to care about her thoughts. The Patience swept its spear toward the demon, only for the demon to perform a handless cartwheel backwards out of the circle. The scythe in her hands spun twice as fast as the cartwheel, swinging upward to knock the spear away. A second swing would have taken the Patience’s arm off if not for a quick movement on its part.

“Trik, it’s fighting something none of you can see. If you must stay, get your men to block off the streets. Keep civilians from getting close.”

“I can see it.”

Alyssa blinked, taking her eyes off the fight for only an instant. “What?”

“I can see it,” Trik said again, staring intently. He wasn’t the only one. Every single one of the guards, and Fela, had their eyes locked onto the fight, following motions of a scythe and the acrobatics of a demon that they shouldn’t be able to perceive. “Every time their weapons connect, the other one appears for just a second.”

Really? Alyssa didn’t notice. Or couldn’t. She saw them both one hundred percent of the time. “It’s a true demon,” she said. This wasn’t really the time to explain, but… “It isn’t a creature that you or your men can fight. I doubt the Pharaoh could handle it. Please, just get your men to safety. Get them to keep the people of the city away.”

The spear carved through a wall of a house, gouging it to the point where the entire wall shuddered. It missed the demon though. She just slipped underneath.

“Right.” He shook his head. “Right. Ack,” he started barking off names and orders.

As the guards split off to either side to try to block as many paths to this street as possible, Alyssa slid off Izsha’s back. The draken was fast, but she doubted it would be fast enough to outrun either of those things if they suddenly changed targets. More importantly, she felt she could aim far better on the ground. If she could hold one in place with Spectral Chains, a pistol shot should take care of it.

Though, she was a little uncertain about which to aim at.

The demon was a bitch corrupting humans to the point where they killed indiscriminately and had to be killed in turn. But… was she actually more than just a soul collector? The plague infected people who lost faith in Tenebrael. As far as Alyssa knew, the true demon only appeared at the end of the process.

Although, she had dropped off that ember for Alyssa. And had almost certainly dropped off the one earlier this evening. What had that been about? Were the demons aware of the Astral Authority’s presence? Had it been a way to call this Patience here to fight? Or maybe the demons were trying to bolster their numbers in preparation for a battle against the Authority.

Iosefael might know.

On the other hand, the Astral Authority, including this Patience, were enemies of Tenebrael. And, as enemies of Tenebrael, they were very likely enemies of everyone on this whole world. Even if they never raised a weapon against humans or monsters, if they succeeded in killing Tenebrael, this world would be doomed. Adrael would be free to start up her crusade against anyone who believed in Tenebrael in some attempt to ‘fix’ the place. Infected demons would overrun the world. Magic would fail to work across the board, removing even the ability for people to create fire let alone deal with those other problems.

Alyssa took aim at the Patience.

And she waited.

The infected demon in Teneville had managed to dodge her Spectral Chains by slipping a bed in between them the moment she had cast. A bullet moved faster than the chains, but, even if her aim was perfect, she doubted that it would work. The Patience was too fast, moving too acrobatically. At times, its silver filigree form was just a blur. It would be able to dodge both the chains and a bullet. Or, if not dodge, then block with something.

She needed it still. She needed an opportunity. Every angel that she had captured had been standing still, if only for a moment. They could move quickly. She had seen that in the fight between Tenebrael and Iosefael. But they always stopped to chat and gave her an opportunity.

For some reason, she doubted that the Patience was interested in conversation. It was too inhuman. It was a weapon built for the express purpose of hunting dissidents to the Throne. If it could speak at all, it would only do so as a way to further that goal.

Of that, Alyssa had no doubt.

Which meant that it was up to the demon. Alyssa sure as hell wasn’t going to wade into a battle between two super-mortal monsters, both of whom likely didn’t care if she survived and might even try attacking her simply because she was associated with Tenebrael. No. The demon would have to provide the opportunity.

And if the Patience killed the demon? If Alyssa was lucky, it would stand still for a moment. Just a single moment was all she needed.

Alyssa watched and waited, glad that neither creature was fighting their way toward her. A blade slashed. A spear swiped. Fela was growling. She had been since the fight started. Just a low, guttural growl at a constant rate. Magical sparks flew as the scythe ground against the haft of the spear. Izsha had backed up another two steps. In the distance, Alyssa could hear Trik’s men shouting, warning passers about the danger.

The scythe hooked around the Patience. A single tug would split it in two.

The Patience slipped its spear between the blade and its body. The tug just pulled it right up against the demon’s body.

And she kept pulling. Sparks rained from the point where metal touched metal.

The demon’s burning red eye flicked away from the Patience just long enough to look at Alyssa.

She winked.

“In Tenebrael’s name, I bring down the hammer of her wrath on all who would raise a hand against her. Let the miracle manifest and obliterate her foes.”

Alyssa pulled the trigger.

A blinding beam of black light fired from the muzzle. The Patience couldn’t do anything, trapped by the demon’s scythe. The beam struck the false angel in the mask. It cracked, split in two with a quarter-sized hole between the eyes. Both pieces fell to the ground along with the body of the Patience.

Despite having been directly behind the Patience, the demon came away unscathed.

Alyssa clicked her tongue in annoyance. She had specifically worded the request such that it would hit the demon as well. Apparently, the demon was not considered a foe or someone who would raise a hand against Tenebrael. Irritating, but not wholly unexpected. After all, Tenebrael had been the one to admit that she struck a bargain with the devil to modify how her world worked.

The demon wasted no time in running up to the pentagram. Only when it disappeared did Alyssa realize that, somehow, despite fighting for its life, it had managed to carry out its duty and scythe the infected corpse to send the soul through a smaller pentagram. Had it just been playing the whole time?

“You killed it?”

“It wasn’t our ally,” Alyssa said, lowering her pistol. Scowling, she reached up and pulled off her sunglasses. There were two holes in the glass right where her eyes would have been. Dribbles of red-hot melted glass clung to the bottom of the frames. “The demon is gone as well,” she added, slipping the ruined glasses into her satchel. They might still be possible to repair later. At least so long as she worded a request properly.

Looking to her side, she found Trik just staring at the corpse of the Patience. Fela stood beside him, but she wasn’t staring at the destruction. Her tail whipped back and forth as she looked up to Alyssa. Feeling a bit uncomfortable with something in Fela’s gaze, Alyssa turned to the Patience. Like the Kindness, it didn’t disappear. The aureole lost its shimmer and luminescence. That was it. No angel or demon came to harvest its soul. Closing her eyes and concentrating, she found nothing.

Trik finally broke his gaze with the Patience, turning to look to Alyssa. Although the start of a word had been on its way out of his mouth, it cut off as he flinched. “Tenebrael’s will, huh?”

“Seems that way.”

“You don’t know for sure?”

“It’s not like she comes down and talks to me.” Not anymore. Bitch. Maybe with two of the Astral Authority dead, Tenebrael could slip away from her hiding spot for a few moments. Alyssa doubted she would even if she could. For some reason, she pictured Tenebrael hiding out in some basement home theater, watching events with an oversized bowl of popcorn in her hands.

Based on everything that had happened so far, it struck Alyssa as odd that Tenebrael would hide herself to such an extent. Both members of the Astral Authority were dead. Neither with any particular trouble or hassle. One at Tenebrael’s hands through her statue and one at Alyssa’s hands using Tenebrael’s power. It seemed like, even if there were a hundred of them, Tenebrael should be able to wave her hands and delete them all with laser beams.

There had to be something she was missing.

That something was probably related to the other members of the Astral Authority. Chastity, Equanimity, Charity, Diligence, Patience, Kindness, Humility. There were five members that Alyssa had yet to see. Not to mention the higher ranked Prudence, Justice, Fortitude, and Temperance. According to the other angels, the Seraphim themselves weren’t going to act. But she supposed that might be a concern as well.

Still, would it kill her to send a text message?

With that reminding her to pull out her phone, Alyssa did so. “Just killed a demon and a Patience,” she said. Stifling the inevitable question, she added, “A Patience is a monster on par with a high level demon. It was hostile to the demon, but not friendly toward me.”

Trik glanced at Alyssa, shook his head, and started toward the battle site. The two other guards who had stayed nearby, including one of the ones with a tattooed sword, followed him. They all walked with a wariness, like the Patience would spring up and attack them at any moment. And Alyssa could honestly not fault them for their caution. After all, she was only mostly sure that it was dead. It sure wasn’t a smoking husk like the Kindness had been after Tenebrael’s statue fired that laser.

He would probably mention that she had fired without provocation later.

Ah well.

“You’ve discovered another new monster type? Is this one invisible as well?” Oxart had apparently returned. Sounded like she brought an attitude with her as well.

“Actually no. It seems like all of the plague containment team were able to see it. I’m sure they’ll write up a proper report later,” Alyssa said with a bright smile. She wasn’t a member of the city guard. They couldn’t force her to write a report. And since other people could see it, she didn’t even need to describe it much. “I will offer one word of advice, if you see any more, or any monsters with porcelain masks, don’t antagonize them. I don’t think they’ll care about most mortals, but they might if you try attacking. And this one was matched in combat with a true demon, so good luck to anyone who ignores my advice.”

“I’ll pass the word along. Which would be easier if…” Her voice got quieter for a moment as if she were leaning away from the phone. “Tenno! Are Messages working yet?” Alyssa couldn’t hear a response, but the resulting swear was not a positive one.

“Any word from Irulon yet?”

“She is still asleep after having cast that spell,” Lisa said. “Her servant isn’t letting anyone near.”

How long had it taken her in the desert? Alyssa tried to remember, but was drawing up a blank. She had been a bit distracted at the time, worried that a billion ants had been about to attack them. It might have been five minutes, it might have even been a half hour.

“Ah. Wait. I think she’s stirring.”

“Good,” Alyssa said. “Let me know what she says.”

When Irulon had woken up in the desert after Retrograde Cognition, she had been quite groggy and a bit irritated. That would probably hold true now. Alyssa wasn’t sure if that was a side effect of the spell or Irulon’s sleeping habits as a result of her merger with the dragon. Either way, it would probably be a minute or two before she heard anything useful.

So Alyssa spent her time keeping an eye on things around her, both making sure she wasn’t being ambushed and watching the actions of the plague containment team. Trik had sent one of the two guards off to inform the others that the situation was resolved. Meanwhile, he and the guard with the glowing sword started destroying the pentagrams. Fela sniffed around, poking and prodding the body of both the infected and the Patience. Alyssa admitted being a little nervous watching her do so, but it seemed well and truly dead.

“You alright, Izsha?” Alyssa asked, noticing that the draken was still several steps behind her, almost like it was trying to put her between it and the battle site. Seeing Izsha display any sign of fear was a bit strange, but maybe not unwarranted. Especially not after watching Musca and Irulon get skewered by a relatively similar being.

The draken did not answer. Because of course it couldn’t. Alyssa still wanted to figure out a way to talk to them, but in lieu of that, she patted her hand on its neck in what was hopefully a comforting motion. Izsha seemed to appreciate it.

“Alyssa?” Lisa said over the headphones.

“I’m here.”

“Handing the phone to Irulon.”

“Thanks.”

She waited just a moment, gently rubbing her hand down the smooth scales on Izsha’s neck while Irulon got on the line.

“Alyssa. Your deduction of a shadow assassin being present was correct. I was not able to confirm the presence of a fairy, but it seems likely. There were horses and a covered cart. Things you’ve already heard from your mother. However, I was able to discover at least some of their cargo.

“There were three bodies. Human bodies. Or humanoid, I suppose. They were wrapped up to the point where I couldn’t see secondary characteristics.”

“Are mummies living monsters in the world? Or undead monsters, I guess.”

“What?”

“Mummies. Like zombies?”

“Zombies, I understand. I’m not sure what you’re talking about though.”

“Never mind. I guess not.” Given that the ruler of Lyria was a pharaoh, she would have suspected that mummies at least would exist, even if they didn’t walk around and create giant sand walls of doom, but the confusion in Irulon’s voice said otherwise.

“Anyway… There were several crates and barrels as well. I was unable to see inside them, but two of the barrels had a distinct shape of a pentagram on the front.”

“Demons?” Alyssa said, glancing to where Fela had jumped onto a roof to sniff around some more. “They’re using demons?”

“Circumstantial evidence points to that conclusion.”

“Great.”

“I think I shall meet up with you.”

“Sounds fine. I’m going to get Fela. We’re going to sniff around that crossroads I was at earlier. See if we can’t find these idiots before they do something foolish.”
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                No longer invisible, running through the streets with Fela and Izsha was sure to cause problems. In the past twenty minutes, their group had passed by a number of people. Not a one of whom had remained calm. They fled, ran indoors as fast as they could, or, in the case of one old woman, simply fainted. Alyssa didn’t bother trying to stop them to explain. Not only would it have taken far too much time, time Alyssa didn’t have, but it was for their own good as well. On a night like tonight, indoors was probably the safer place to be.

The Pharaoh could deal with the inevitable angry populace in the morning. That was his job. Not Alyssa’s.

Of course, city defense wasn’t really Alyssa’s job either, but it was one she had somewhat adopted. Really, she should be trying to figure out some way to get paid doing it.

Deciding to bring up the topic of a reward later, Alyssa scanned everywhere around her as Izsha chased after Fela. Infected had a vague but noticeable difference in their souls. A bit of oil or slime to their souls where regular humans had none. If these intruders were using infected as Irulon had suggested, there should be some sign of them.

But she was getting nothing. And Alyssa wasn’t sure if that was a relief or incredibly concerning. Fela certainly picked up on some smell. It was entirely possible that she was taking them to some infected completely unrelated to the intruders. Having three infected-related incidents in one night wasn’t actually that surprising. It just meant it was a bad night. Most nights went by without Fela finding anything at all.

The fact that the intruders had pentagrams in their cart brought all the incidents into suspicion. Were they natural? Just incidental accidents caused by declining faith? Or was it something more sinister? What if the Juno Federation had gotten their hands on embers and were trying to distribute them among the people? It was just speculation right now, but she could see it happening.

Especially if a demon had managed to replace Adrael. It could whisper into Liadri’s ear, pretending to be the same old voice that it always had been. But now, it could be directing their organization down an infernal path.

Alyssa needed to find them quick.

“I’ve reached the crossroads you described,” Irulon’s voice came on over the phone.

Opening her eyes, Alyssa glanced around. “We’re at the northern end of the markets at the moment, a bit off the main path to avoid as many people as possible.”

“Understood.”

The markets were definitely a bad place to be. Even after night had fallen, there were more people around than there were at just about any other single location. An infected appearing nearby, targeted attack on the city or completely random, could cause panic, death, and very likely a ripple of new infected across the city over the next month. There had already been two incidents tonight, both of which had been witnessed by people. There would already be an increase in demons. She could hope that the latter incident would help to stifle matters. Her voice had not been quiet when calling upon Tenebrael’s power. But most had already fled by that point. Unlike the incident in Teneville, people hadn’t all come out of the woodwork to gawk once things had settled down.

Things felt like they were spiraling out of control. Individual fights went well for the most part. But the attrition was taking a toll. Or it would be soon. And she wasn’t sure what to do about it besides playing a Whack-A-Mole game.

Idly, Alyssa glanced down at her fingernails. Then she looked up to the palace. An odd thought ran through her mind.

How would that look with a giant statue of Tenebrael perched on top?

It was probably a silly idea. And it probably wouldn’t work the way Alyssa hoped it would. Given the spell earlier hadn’t harmed the true demon, a laser beam-equipped statue probably wouldn’t even notice demons even if they overran the city. It would attract the Astral Authority. It might kill a few of them, but they would probably figure out some way to deal with it sooner or later.

The best way it would help would be through hope. Giving the people something to look up to like that, especially through conjuring it in such a miraculous way, might stop plague incidents cold overnight.

And that might be worth it.

Though maybe not on top of the palace. If the Astral Authority did find a way to destroy it, the pieces would rain down on the city.

Where else would one be? The courtyard right in front of the palace? A park? The market square? Maybe all the way out at the walls. She wasn’t just trying to protect the rich districts, after all. Having a giant statue of Tenebrael at each of the four main gates would certainly make for an intimidating presence for any who didn’t believe in her. Alyssa would love to see the look on the faces of Morgan and Bercilak if they showed up again with those statues around.

But that was all just idle thought for now. It might not even work. To create the one in Teneville, she had used the fallen pieces of the temple. It was a material that looked like obsidian, but might be entirely divine for all Alyssa knew. There certainly weren’t large deposits of it around the city.

They were near the easternmost gate. She could try. Just a quick test.

It might not be a bad idea. And it would stop more infections.

If it didn’t work, she wasn’t out much other than a short amount of time.

Decision made, Alyssa whistled. “Fela!”

The hellhound skidded to a stop, giving Izsha a moment to catch up. “What’s up? I know I’m winding back and forth, but it is a hard smell to track down.”

“You’re doing just fine. There’s just something I wanted to try. I don’t want you running off on your own.”

“I’ll be fine, I’m—”

“No. These people might have a fairy with them. They might also have that misty smoke. I’m not going to take any chances with leaving anyone alone.”

Fela frowned, displaying some teeth in the process. The furry ears on top of her head twitched around, trying to hear everything. Despite her frown and clearly being on the lookout for anything suspicious still, she nodded.

“Irulon. We’re headed to the main east gate,” Alyssa said into her phone. “There’s something I want to try. It’s off the trail, but it might help more in the long run.”

There was a pause. For a moment, Alyssa worried that she had been disconnected. She checked, but the call was still ongoing. “Irulon? Mom? Oxart? Chris?”

“I’m here,” Chris said instantly.

Irulon responded before he even finished. “I am as well. I was just trying to think up what you might be up to. It’s something… strange, isn’t it.”

“I mean, some people might think it is strange.”

There was a small sigh of exasperation on the other end of the line.

Oxart’s raised voice sounded somewhat distant. “You better not be blowing up my city.”

“Though I disagree with Captain Oxart’s usage of a possessive pronoun, I agree with the sentiment.”

“No. No blowing up. At least not from me. I’m feeling more constructive tonight.”

“Hm. Fine. I will meet up with my father instead of you. Do what you need.”

As Alyssa slid her phone back into her pocket, Fela looked up. “What are we doing?”

“You know that giant statue of Tenebrael? We’re going to try to make one here.”

“Why?” she asked as Izsha started toward the gate. Fela had to start running on all fours to keep up.

“Morale boost, mostly.”

“Is that really such a good idea to do right now? Shouldn’t we use your strength to vanquish our enemies?”

“Wouldn’t it be better to prevent plague infections from happening rather than deal with them as they crop up?”

“Would it actually help?” Fela tilted her head, looking a little confused as she kept pace with Alyssa and Izsha.

“Besides, this might also help fight.”

“Oh.” Just like that, the confusion vanished. She stared straight ahead and seemed perfectly happy with the change in destination.

Speaking of destinations, the eastern gate was identical to the other gates with one key difference. It was the location of one of the three towers that dotted Lyria’s walls. One was to the southwest and the other was almost straight north of the palace, just a short way west of the northern gate. They were all the same as each other. Long but narrow brick chimneys with a circular bulb at the very top. On the bulb’s roof, a triangular spire jutted up into the sky.

Even including the spire, none of the towers could match the palace’s height. They might even have been shorter than Tenebrael’s statue down in Teneville. Still quite tall compared to the rest of the city’s skyline.

It wasn’t directly on top of the gate, probably as a result of the engineers not wanting to weaken the base by cutting giant holes in it for carts and the like to pass through. Which was a good thing. Alyssa wanted to plop a statue down directly on top of the gate, if at all possible. Maybe just on top of the road outside the city. She didn’t want to damage the physical gate.

None of the guards were dead, which was nice to see. None gave her any trouble either. Alyssa had garnered some notoriety thanks to her associations with Irulon, Brakkt, and Oxart. Fela was well known among the city guard. Draken were as well, though not on an individual basis. It probably helped that Alyssa was on her way out of the city. They were guarding against unauthorized entry, not exit.

They probably got a little nervous when she dismounted half a football field away and faced the gate, but as long as they didn’t start slinging spells, she was fine with them being a little nervous.

The hard part was what to say. How to configure a valid request to Tenebrael. Alyssa had been thinking about it the entire way over. She could remember what she had said in Teneville. But that had clearly been designed for speaking in front of a crowd. The only crowd around now was Izsha and Fela. Would she need to pull half the city over in order to build one?

If it failed, she could try. For now…

Alyssa took a breath and let it out slowly. She focused on her connection to Tenebrael, feeling the warmth their connection provided.

Her fingernails turned as black as the night sky.

“Tenebrael. A city of your followers is in jeopardy.” A mystic circle sprouted from Alyssa’s fingertips. The glowing black-white was a good sign, but not one Alyssa could focus on at the moment. “Demons infest the population. The Astral Authority has come, seeking evidence of you. Intruders would have your name scoured from history. Show them that you will not be cowed. Tower over those who would fight against you. Let your glory radiate over the city, find the enemies of the people, and cast them out!”

The sound of a pin dropping thundered in Alyssa’s ear.

The mystic circle spread out, growing larger and more complex with every added line. It continued until it was twice Alyssa’s height.

Then it just… disappeared. Vanished. Winked out of existence.

No statue had popped up.

It had failed?

Alyssa sighed, slumping. She had thought it had been going so well too. Sure, she hadn’t specifically asked for a statue, but she thought she had done a pretty good job implying that a statue should pop up out of nowhere. Maybe rephrasing would be best. ‘Dear Tenebrael. Please erect a statue. Thanks, signed Alyssa.’

Holding out her hand, Alyssa prepared to try again. She took a deep breath and let it out nice and slow. Her fingernails hadn’t turned back to normal and Tenebrael’s warmth was still surging through her body.

But before she started, she noticed Fela. The hellhound, standing at Alyssa’s side, had her head craned straight back, staring upward.

Getting a bad feeling, Alyssa followed the hellhound’s gaze.

A chill ran through her body. It was that feeling. That bad feeling that happened sometimes when she screwed up, knew she screwed up, and had no idea how to fix it.

The city was lit up from above. A three-dimensional almost spherical mystic circle rotated slowly over the city, well above the tip of the palace. Or, it looked slow. But that was probably just because of how big and how high up it was. The outer edge of the circle was probably rotating faster than any living being had ever gone on this planet. Maybe that was an ignorant statement given that spells like Accelero existed.

Alyssa noticed a few interesting shapes among all the criss-crossing designs. The most obvious of which were oblong ovals, pinched at either end. The entire interior was a luminous white. All except for two thin grey lines… right where the inner and outer edges of an iris would be. There were two of those ‘eyes’ looking down on the city from above. Other people, people not quite as familiar with Tenebrael as Alyssa or without the analytical abilities of Irulon, might have dismissed them as one feature among the many geometrical shapes within the churning mass of mystic lines. But because they were there, Alyssa recognized another feature.

Surrounding the eyes, deep black lines weaved in and out, shaping up to be nearly identical to what Irulon and Tenebrael had tattooed on their faces. There wasn’t any skin connecting the eyes and the tattoos. Even without that, it looked like a giant Tenebrael had dipped her face beneath the clouds to spy down on the city.

Alyssa stumbled backward as strength left her legs. She stumbled right into Izsha. A few of the more prickly scales jabbing into her back was enough to tear her eyes away from the… whatever it was. She honestly had no idea. Not the slightest clue. Her request had been for Tenebrael to destroy enemies within the city. But it didn’t look like it was doing much aside from watching at the moment. Did that mean that there were no enemies? Or just that none had ventured beneath those eyes? Did staying inside protect them?

Or was the whole thing something else entirely?

Looking away from the circle brought Alyssa’s attention to her headphones. They were hanging out of her pocket, dangling down near her ankles. She didn’t know when, but at some point, they had fallen out of her ear. Bringing them back up, she held them a distance away.

There was a lot of noise coming from a lot of different people. Lisa. Oxart. Chris. Irulon. Tess? It sounded like there was an Oz and Lumen in the background too. A few other people as well.

In fact, she could hear noise from the city itself as well. Even standing a quarter of a mile down the path from the walls, there was noise. It sounded like a football stadium. The entire city.

Panic was probably too small of a word to describe what was going on at the moment.

“What is that?” Despite all the noise on her headphones and from the city, Fela’s voice was the first clear sound that she could hear.

And she didn’t have an answer.

A bright golden orb zooming upward from the city proved enough of a distraction. Alyssa pulled out her binoculars to get a better view on whatever it was, but before she could, a dozen beams of light rained down on the golden orb.

It was an Astral Authority fake-angel. She could see the porcelain mask and fading aureole, but she couldn’t tell what kind it was. It didn’t look like a Kindness or Patience, but it was so mangled that the possibility was there.

Two more golden orbs in the distance started flying up toward the giant mystic circle. More beams rained down, but the Astral Authority had wised up to the tactic and weren’t flying in straight lines. It made looking at them through the binoculars incredibly difficult. Alyssa barely caught a glimpse of one before she managed to focus on it for a second longer.

A Diligence. It looked like a snake. Or maybe a Chinese dragon. Two pairs of wings carried it upward and helped it slither between beams. The porcelain mask at the front split in two—not where the mouth was, but a vertical split—and a bright golden light fired out.

Some of Tenebrael’s circle shimmered and faded as the light passed through it. It didn’t stay broken for long. Enochian and geometric shapes quickly filled in the vacancy.

A much wider beam fired from one of the eye-like shapes. Too wide for the Diligence to dodge.

There wasn’t much left of it to fall when the beam faded.

More of the Astral Authority started swarming around the city. Not all looked like they had been there from the start. Little square doorways opened up in mid-air to admit one of the fake-angels every few seconds. The more fake-angels that appeared, the more black beams fired down upon the city.

Alyssa’s heart clenched with fear that those black beams were destroying buildings and even killing people. But, tearing the binoculars off the battle in the sky, Alyssa couldn’t find a single column of smoke. No dust being blown in the air. When one hit the side of the palace, it didn’t even leave a scorch mark.

Maybe that was thanks to Alyssa’s phrasing. She had requested that the enemies be destroyed, not the citizens or anything else. Whenever Iosefael reappeared, she would have to thank the angel for warning her to be more specific in her requests. Though… given that she had wanted a statue to appear, perhaps she still hadn’t been specific enough.

“Wonderful, isn’t it?”

Alyssa’s sigh of relief turned into a hiccup of panic. She had her pistol out and half a miraculous request on her lips as she turned. The words died in her throat.

Tenebrael, hovering just a few inches off the ground and leaning against Izsha’s hindquarters, waved a hand. A few black feathers drifted through the air around her. “Been a while.”

Slowly, carefully, Alyssa holstered her pistol. She took a step forward. Drawing back her fist, she slammed it into the stupid angel’s nose.

Tenebrael jerked back and immediately started rubbing at her nose. Alyssa did the same to her knuckles. It was like punching a wall. Except if walls gave a little.

“That wasn’t a very nice greeting,” Tenebrael said, frowning. Her face didn’t even look marred.

Alyssa was fairly sure that her hand was bleeding. “That’s for disappearing for so long. Where the hell were you?” Fela was staring, but Alyssa didn’t care, the hellhound knew about angels. Izsha did as well.

“Those things,” Tenebrael said with a wave of her hand at the sky, “have been buzzing around like annoying flies. Or perhaps wasps is a more apt term.”

“So you show up now? There are more of those things around than I’ve ever seen! I wasn’t even aware of them until two weeks ago and didn’t even see one until today.”

“They don’t get involved with mortals. Most of their duties revolve solely around beings related to the Throne. It isn’t surprising that you haven’t seen them. As for why now?” Tenebrael pointed upward. “Thanks to you, there is quite the distraction to keep them occupied. They’ll notice me sooner rather than later, but we should have a moment to talk now.”

“Talk.” It had been nearly two months since she last saw Tenebrael. She had things she wanted to ask about. Iosefael had answered some questions, mostly about the Astral Authority and the usage of the connection to Tenebrael. But there were so many other things she had thought of over the weeks.

And yet, she was drawing a complete blank.

Was it because of how distracted she was? The giant circle overhead, the Astral Authority, the intruders in the city, the mounting demonic issue, and Tenebrael’s sudden appearance all swirled around in her mind to the point where she had no idea what to ask.

“Indeed. Talk,” Tenebrael said. “I believe we can solve both our problems. Well, two of our largest problems, that is. The Astral Authority is a great thorn in my side. And I believe the demons have been annoying you, have they not?”

Whatever questions she had thought up and forgotten would have to go on hold. Alyssa nodded. “Annoying would be putting it lightly.”

“Then let us talk.”

            

    
        031.007 Astral Authority - A Walk Beneath A War-torn Sky

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa and Tenebrael walked along the road away from the city. It was a casual walk with no rush and no panic. Fela and Izsha both accompanied them, though their position must have been a little strange with their inability to perceive the angel. They heard one half of a conversation. Alyssa gesticulated to nothing at all. It was a good thing that they knew invisible creatures existed or Alyssa would probably have looked like she was losing her mind.

It might have looked like that anyway.

“Just blow them all up! That thing and your statue in Teneville are doing that anyway,” Alyssa said with a wild gesture toward the circle above the city. “If I can make one of those, you can surely make a few dozen.”

“Quantity is not the problem. Adaption is. There are no Chastity-class Authorities up there at the moment. Once they do show up, I imagine it will be dismantled in minutes. As for my statue, it is little more than a trinket. Its refire rate means that it would only be able to attack a single Authority every minute. Roughly.”

“You mean to tell me that, even with all your power and you being the ruler of this world, you cannot fight them off? Why are we even on a time limit before you have to disappear? Just stop time and I’ll shoot them all down.”

“A temporary solution. And a vastly imperfect one at that. You cannot possibly fend off the entirety of the Astral Authority on your own, even with time stopped. And as soon as it restarted, they would notice my presence. They would quickly redirect their efforts toward me, if I used a miracle of that magnitude. As for being able to wave my hand and wipe them off this world… I told you a long time ago that I was not ready for the Astral Authority to come down upon me. Now we need to distract them long enough to implement some emergency defenses. Ones that will be able to stand up to repeated attack from even the Cardinals.”

“And how do you propose we do that? They don’t look remotely human.” Alyssa paused, glancing back at Izsha. “Let me rephrase. They don’t look like they can be reasoned with. I doubt I can walk up to one, toss a ball, and say ‘Look! A distraction!’ let alone tell them to go do something else while you do whatever it is you need to do to prepare. They look like robots.” Maybe it was just the mask and their completely inhuman bodies, but Alyssa just couldn’t see anything working out.

But of course, Tenebrael smiled. “Isn’t that what you just did? You tossed a great big ball above the city and told them to fetch. Now we have a moment to talk.”

Alyssa frowned and sighed, shaking her head. “So what. You want me to toss an even bigger one out there? Just how big does it need to be to distract them long enough? And how long is this going to take. I have a feeling that you angels have a very skewed perspective of time. A hundred years might be nothing to you, but I doubt I’ll even live that long.”

“In reverse order, it won’t be that long. At least not for a temporary bulwark. To truly keep myself safe, it might be quite a while, but I think we can get it done in the order of months if not weeks. As for distracting them, a larger one of those might work,” she said, looking over her wing. “But, like with stopping time, as soon as I do something grandiose, it will draw them away from that distraction and to me. Rather, we need to occupy them with something else that they want to be doing. Or rather, what they were designed to do.”

Tenebrael stopped and glanced back. Alyssa followed her gaze.

The mystic circle above the city was… not doing so well. The little golden lights of the Authorities zipped about at such speed that they were impossible to tally up. There were definitely more than twenty up there, but probably less than forty. Laser beams kept killing them. Anytime one died, another would pop out from one of those square portals with golden edges. Sometimes two would pop out. Sometimes the lasers would kill two before any popped out. That all just made it more difficult to count.

But the Authorities were making a dent. Roughly a fifth of the massive circle had gaping holes in it. Alyssa was surprised that it was still functioning at all. The movements of the ethereal lines resembled a machine, if she squinted and had far too much to drink. A machine missing a fifth of it would probably explode if someone tried to turn it on.

“That’s not going to explode, is it?”

“No. It will just fade away once enough damage has been done or a critical component winds up hit.”

“Oh. Good. All those Astral Authority fake-angels aren’t going to dive-bomb the mortals in the city, are they?”

“Doubt it. Maybe if some human was trying to protect a demon, they would spear them, but otherwise, I’m not even sure that they can perceive mortals.”

“What about me?”

Tenebrael took her eyes off the battle to look at Alyssa. She shrugged, which did not offer much boost to confidence. “I wouldn’t go waving my banner all over the place if I were you. But the amount of my power you have is so minuscule that I doubt they can see you very well.”

Maybe it was somewhat comforting. Not much, but a little. “So. Distract them with what they were designed to do.” It had taken a moment to remember, but Iosefael had mentioned their purpose. “They hunt fallen angels and demons. I don’t know exactly what fallen angels are, but you’re clearly one. Will they prefer demons—”

“Excuse me?” Tenebrael put her hands to her hips. “I am not.”

Alyssa raised an eyebrow, feeling not even the slightest amount of belief. “Then why are they attacking you?”

“I mean,” Tenebrael started, pouting, “it isn’t like I can’t understand being mistaken for one. Still, no need to be offensive.”

“Uh huh.”

“It’s serious business, alright?”

“I don’t really care what you are. My question still stands. Will they prefer to target demons over you?”

“Most likely,” Tenebrael said with a hearty nod. “Especially if we give them more than enough demons to occupy them for a good while. That should leave me free to work, though I’ll still have to be careful not to draw too much attention, and it should help you as well. I know how much all the demons cropping up around the city bother you. Or… Do they bother you? You did seek that one out.”

“That was to try to find you! You disappeared! I didn’t know what to do!”

“So you decided to do exactly what I told you not to do?” Tenebrael shook her head, clicking her tongue in disappointment.

Alyssa got enough disappointed looks from her mother. She didn’t need them from Tenebrael too. “You weren’t answering the phone! No one was dying around me! It was almost like people were conspiring to die far away from me. There wasn’t any—”

“You really aren’t a very good reaper, are you?”

“I’m not going to kill some random person just to talk to an angel!”

“You were killing people left and right for a while there. I’m sure you could have found—”

“What is wrong with you?”

Tenebrael blinked. “What?”

“It’s like this every single time you show up. We start talking and everything seems fine. Sometimes I even feel sorry for you. For a god-like being, you seem to have it rough. But then you always do something like this. Maybe it is about my mother. Maybe you’re keeping information from me that would make everything easier. Maybe you bring up something that you should have told me long ago. Or maybe you just try to get me to go around slaughtering random people for the fun of it. Do you have to try to piss me off? Or does it just come naturally?”

Alyssa’s breathing came faster than normal. She could feel her blood pumping. Her fingers felt mildly tingly and her hands were coated in sweat.

Behind her, Fela and Izsha glanced at each other. They could only hear half the conversation. It was a really good thing that they knew that invisible beings existed. Alyssa flying off the handle like that would definitely have been cause for major concern otherwise. It probably still was cause for concern.

But Alyssa wasn’t done. She jabbed a finger right into Tenebrael’s chest. “You are so out of touch. It’s not like I don’t know why you are out of touch. I assume it comes with being an immortal being. Lives of mortals are so transient that you don’t even notice them. But…” Clenching her fist, Alyssa closed her eyes. “You treat me like a toy. You act like I’ve got a leash around my neck. But even dog walkers let the dog walk ahead or beside them. You’re dragging me along like I’m a sack of potatoes.”

A deafening silence occupied the space between them. Tenebrael stared. Her face was entirely impassive. Her eyes, wide and unblinking, stared at Alyssa without deviation. Not even an Authority crashing to the ground nearby got her to flinch.

Alyssa did flinch. A spike of panic jumped through her veins for just a moment upon looking at the deceased Patience. Not for fear of the false-angel, but for fear that Tenebrael had used that brief glance aside to vanish without a word.

She let out a sigh of relief upon turning back to find Tenebrael still staring.

Maybe because the panic had replaced her anger, but Alyssa was starting to get uncomfortable with the unblinking look on Tenebrael’s face.

“Look,” Alyssa said. “I’m going to help you out. We’ll do whatever we need to get rid of these things,” she said, thumbing toward the molten scrap that had once been a Patience. “It isn’t because I like you or even really want to help you. It is simply a choice between the status quo and people who will likely leave this world in ruins with no thought to their actions beyond their immediate goal.”

“I never wanted to hurt you,” Tenebrael said, voice hauntingly hollow. “Not even when you first started screwing things up back on Earth.”

Alyssa took a breath. Her hand drifted closer to the hilt of her pistol. “If you are saying that as a preface to hurting me, I swear, I am going to shoot you in the face with your own magic. If you are trying to apologize…” Alyssa shook her head. “Figure shit out and come back and give me a proper apology. In the meantime…” She glanced up to the circle above the city.

It was quickly falling apart. Even though the number of golden Authorities in the sky hadn’t changed, their combat tactics had. Groups of them were hiding behind larger versions which managed to deflect some of the beams. The larger ones provided cover for smaller ones. Without raising her binoculars, she couldn’t tell exactly which dots represented what species of Astral Authority fake-angels, but she had a feeling that the larger ones were Chastities. Bulwarks. They could absorb or deflect a lot more than the smaller Diligence and Patience species.

They had only been at it for ten minutes at most. Probably less than that. And yet, the mystic circle was dotted with enough holes that probably only fifty percent of it remained. The less of it there was, the faster the rest would fail.

The time to converse was rapidly running down.

“Just tell me what you need me to do. And please don’t tell me to slaughter half the city or something stupid.”

“No. Nothing so drastic. Rather, you will have to leave the city.”

“Ah. Lovely.”

“To the west of the city lies… I believe the humans called it Owlcroft? Whatever it once was, it is now a scar on the land. A portal to the underworld. Hell. The pit. Go there. Conjure some great magic bearing my signature.” Her luminescent eyes finally looked away from Alyssa. Only for a moment. She stared up at the sky above the city. “The Astral Authority will respond. They will invade Hell. The demons will be forced to respond.”

“If Hell is such a big deal to them, why are they not responding right now?”

“You don’t think the increase in demonic infection incidents is a coincidence, do you? They are trying to distract the Astral Authority just as much as I am. They even destroyed my temple!” Tenebrael’s tone shifted away from her usual almost harmonic voice for just a moment as she squawked in indignant rage. But another Patience crashing to the ground returned her to a somber expression. “I’m sorry Alyssa. Time is up,” she said without even looking up at the sky. “I doubt we will have a chance to speak again until the Astral Authority have discovered the portal to Hell.”

“Yeah, yeah. I expected that,” Alyssa said with a sigh. She wasn’t even mad anymore. Just tired. “Go on. Get out of here.”

“One more thing.” Tenebrael reached back behind her, dipping a hand into the feathers of her wings. “I apologize that it took so long to return these.”

Two pistols hovered above her extended hand. They rotated slowly as she brought them around, moving until the grips were pointed toward Alyssa and the end of the barrel toward Tenebrael. It looked like they had been polished to a shine. Despite having dropped one off the Brechen Overlook and dropped both to the ground more times than she cared to remember, neither had a single scratch as far as Alyssa could tell.

The ring of spell cards between them wasn’t in the same pristine state. The white paper was still covered in dirt and grime.

Alyssa snatched up all three offered artifacts regardless of their cleanliness. She checked the magazines, found them fully loaded, then pulled back the slide on each pistol only to frown as a round popped out of each. She didn’t think they had been at capacity when Tenebrael had taken them.

Not wanting the two bullets to go to waste, she bent and picked both up, pocketing them.

When she stood up straight again, there was nothing but a few drifting feathers in the air.

She… supposed that she should have expected that. But at least she had an actual goal now. For over a month, she felt like she had been drifting. Going with the flow. It wasn’t the worst way to live. Lots of people did it. Lots of people were perfectly happy.

Alyssa had been like that before her near death experience. Back on Earth, she hadn’t ever really had major goals. She had been happy to go to work, go to the gym, watch movies, and cook a few meals for the family on occasion. Even when she had been attending school, it hadn’t been because she had some major goal or aspiration that she wanted to achieve. Going to college had simply been what her parents had expected of her.

Since coming to Nod, things had… changed. Alyssa had to give herself small goals just to keep moving forward. Where ‘forward’ actually took her wasn’t something she cared about. Just so long as she wasn’t sitting around doing nothing. It was just a way of staying sane. Not that she thought she would literally go insane or anything. It was just… she needed something to do.

But the more she got used to the world, the less she felt the drive to need something to distract herself. Modern conveniences aside, Lyria wasn’t a bad place to live. At least not for her. Waters Street was gone, but there were probably other gangs whoring out people and monsters, kidnapping, killing, and such. And even regular people who had harder lives than she had with no prospect for advancement. And it helped that things had been peaceful lately. Though, tonight was clearly not a peaceful night.

Alyssa looked back up to the city. The walk with Tenebrael had carried her a short distance away, but it really hadn’t been that long a walk. Izsha and Fela could sprint back in seconds. Even on foot, Alyssa wouldn’t be that far behind them if she really pushed herself.

There was still work to be done back in the city.

Maybe.

Actually, with any luck, the Pharaoh would have fixed it all by now. He was a Rank Six time-manipulating arcanist. According to Tess, he would end invasions as fast as he could snap his fingers.

Alyssa didn’t know if she believed that, but his strength was no joke. He might have trouble against her, but that was because she cheated. She had a staff that blocked the effects of spells cast in her direction. Her status as a Rank Six arcanist was mostly for show. Irulon thought she was higher. Much higher. And now, with Tenebrael’s warmth coursing through her veins…

Honestly speaking, if they were to actually fight, he would probably still beat her. Alyssa didn’t know how old the Pharaoh was, only that he was a lot older than he looked. That age had to have come with experience.

Pulling out the phone, Alyssa put the earbud back in and listened. At least the shouting had died down. “Anyone around?”

She immediately winced. The sudden burst of noise forced her to pull the earbud out again. “Could you all not talk at once!” she shouted into the phone, knowing that her voice was just more noise. “Look. It’s nothing to worry about, alright?”

As she spoke, a pin dropped. The mystic circle flashed and exploded. Alyssa threw a hand up over her face just in time. A wave rolled over her. She just about fell over from the force, but it quickly passed. When she lowered her arm, she found that the wave hadn’t even ruffled the fur on Fela’s body.

Alyssa took it in stride.

“There, see? It’s gone.”

“What in Tenebrael’s name is going on?” Oxart shouted.

“I can explain later. Just know that it was a Tenebrael thing.” There was going to be some meeting about it. Alyssa was sure of that. She would have to attend. She would say a few words. Then the other attendants would sit around and argue for half a day without her input. It was the same thing that had happened after she had scarred the moon. Hopefully, because they already knew that she was a giant danger, they wouldn’t argue for so long.

If she actually went to some meeting. Getting to Owlcroft seemed far more important than explaining her actions.

Oxart started talking again. Irulon did as well. There was a lot of background noise. Alyssa, sighing, pulled the earbud slightly away once again.

“Look.” If they were going to talk over each other, she might as well try to talk over them. “I’ve finished outside the city. Fela, Izsha, and I are returning. If you guys don’t stop shouting at me, I’m going to hang up and let you people take care of everything.” Maybe she was still a little irritated from her conversation with Tenebrael. Taking it out on her friends and allies wasn’t the best, but… it was so annoying. “Irulon. Just tell me where we will be most useful.”

“We’ve found the cart. There is a problem, however. All the humans are dead and those corpses are missing.”

“You can’t just Retrograde Cognition to figure it out?”

“One moment they are alive. The next, dead. Either something is wrong with the spell or something strange went on. Possibly Time magic, but my father insists that it wasn’t him.”

“So what do you need me to do?” She could try asking Iosefael. The angel had said that she would return at some point. But hunting her down would be an exercise in futility unless she happened across someone on death’s door.

“We were considering your… enhanced usage of spells like Annihilator. The topic came up when we considered that something was hampering Retrograde Cognition’s usage. If you were to try it…”

Alyssa nodded. She didn’t like the idea of using another Fractal spell that might be remotely similar to Fractal Mirror, but if it helped figure out what was going on, that would be for the best.

She needed to resolve this as soon as possible. Then, she needed to figure out exactly how to get to Owlcroft.

“Just tell me where you are.”

            

    
        031.008 Astral Authority - Retrograde Cognition

    
    
    
    
                Retrograde Cognition was an interesting spell. It forced the caster into a coma-like state. But only from the outside perspective. Inside Retrograde Cognition, Alyssa felt like she hadn’t even moved. She stood right where she had cast the spell. Though standing was a relative term. She didn’t really have a body. Or her body was there, but she was no longer directly connected to it. Irulon was still next to her, as was the Pharaoh. Izsha and Fela too.

The cart as well.

And the bodies.

The cart had a driver and two horses. All three were dead. It didn’t look violent. At least, not demon-violent. The infected that Alyssa had seen tended to tear apart their victims, dismembering and decapitating them. The driver looked like he had been strangled by a garrote wire. He had a bright red mark around his neck and even a few cuts along the line that had bled. Not a lot of blood, just enough for the small cuts that were there. The poor horses were in a bloodier state. Both had their throats cut. A large pool of their combined blood covered most of the street. But even that wasn’t close to what she had seen among plague victims.

All the cargo Irulon had described was gone. Completely. No trace of it remained. If Alyssa didn’t trust Irulon, she would have suspected that there never had been barrels with pentagrams or already deceased bodies in the back of the cart. It was completely empty. The cart itself wasn’t damaged either. Not the wood frame or the hide cover stretched over the back.

It really made her wonder just what the poor guy had been thinking. Had he been some hired merchant to deliver goods, only to be disposed of after outliving his usefulness? It certainly seemed that way from first appearances. She couldn’t imagine someone agreeing to be murdered at the end of the trip.

Retrograde Cognition played the scene backward. For several minutes, there wasn’t much action at all. Irulon and the Pharaoh walked around, investigating. None seemed to come to any conclusions.

Then they started watching the sky. Irulon tried speaking on the phone several times. But only the first time succeeded. Or the last time? Keeping causality in mind was a bit difficult. Both Irulon and the Pharaoh started—or ended?—casting spells. None had much effect that Alyssa could see, so she assumed that they were analytical in nature. Every so often, Irulon would try saying something into the phone.

Alyssa actually felt a little bad that she hadn’t responded to anything. Granted, this had likely been right in the middle of her discussion with Tenebrael. Still, watching the two grow more and more panicked—from her rewinding perspective—just made Alyssa feel sorry for them.

She wondered what they were saying. What they thought about Tenebrael’s face appearing in the sky. Irulon hadn’t bowed down as Alyssa might have expected, but that was probably because she had warned them that something strange might happen. She had thought it would be a statue, but she hadn’t explicitly stated as much.

There wasn’t much that they could do about the moon. It worried them, especially the city guard and nobles who saw Alyssa as a powerful arcanist who showed up out of nowhere and made friends with the royal family. But there wasn’t much they could do. It was too much of an out of context problem for them to deal with. She had been a little worried about assassins immediately after bringing her mother to Nod, but after weeks of nothing happening, she had decided that they probably wouldn’t try to attack her.

Now this.

She would have to keep an eye looking over her shoulder constantly for a while.

Eventually, the circle above the city vanished. Irulon talked with her father, came out of Retrograde Cognition, went into Retrograde Cognition, and arrived. In that order. The pool of blood from the horses was much smaller at this point. The Pharaoh cast spells, more analytical ones, in an attempt to determine what happened. He arrived just a few minutes before Irulon.

Then he was gone. Or had yet to arrive.

Retrograde Cognition was a temporally annoying spell, but at least it wasn’t giving her a splitting headache.

The blood from the horses continued to flow back into their bodies. Alyssa watched closely, waiting for the moment when they had been killed, looking for any sign of what might have happened.

The horses uncollapsed, wobbled to their feet, and reared back in panic at having their necks slit.

But there was no sign of what actually cut them. Both their necks had been cut at the exact same time. The coachman was already dead, though it looked like he was reviving with the way the playback was rewinding. Something gripped his neck, but she couldn’t even see a wire.

What was it? A shadow assassin? Alyssa tried to cast Unseen Sight. She wasn’t in her real body. Looking down, she couldn’t see herself at all. It was more like she was in some kind of strange astral form or a lucid dream. As such, she didn’t have her spell cards with her. Nothing happened.

Tenebrael, she thought—not having a mouth meant no speaking. Grant me eyes. Give me the ability to see what is unseen within this vision of the past.

There were no mystic circles. She didn’t have fingernails that would turn black. And yet, Alyssa felt the warmth of Tenebrael rush through her. Unseen Sight normally just overlaid a hazy cloud of off-color smoke over the top of an invisible being’s form.

Although she felt like the spell had worked, she still couldn’t see anything. They all just… died. Or came alive, depending on the temporal perspective. The horses had their throats slit. The coachman tried to grasp at whatever was strangling him, but his fingers didn’t seem to find purchase on any invisible wire or hands. They just passed right through it. Alyssa tried to get closer to see, but it was no use. No matter the perspective, she couldn’t see a thing.

Except, ducking underneath the cart’s cover, she did see one thing that Irulon hadn’t mentioned.

Those supposedly dead bodies weren’t quite dead. In fact, they were getting better.

As the coachman struggled, they got up, grabbed the cargo, and started shambling off with it all. Five steps away from the cart, they just vanished. Though, from Alyssa’s perspective, they appeared from nowhere, went and set down the cargo, and flopped over against the bed of the cart. But, ignoring rewinding effects, it looked a lot like they had wandered into an Empty Vessel field, but she would have expected the miracle she had just cast to work through it. Unless it really hadn’t succeeded at all and she was just assuming that it had. There really was no proof one way or another.

The biggest clue first came when the coachman started getting strangled. For whatever reason, he had stopped the cart right in the middle of the street. He looked around, not quite confused about why he might have stopped, but maybe a little unsure. However, he looked off to the side and started talking with a bright smile on his face.

But there was no one there.

For one second. Then there was.

Alyssa blinked, completely bewildered as to where the man had come from. He simply appeared.

The man wore a fanciful suit of white, violet, and deep gold. It wasn’t a modern Earth suit, but more along the lines of something Decorous would wear. The man wasn’t Decorous. His facial shape was more narrow and his chin protruded a whole lot more. Besides that, he was bald and had eyes in such a faint blue that they were more grey.

But he smiled. The coachman laughed at something. They seemed like they were on good terms, honestly. They spoke for a good few minutes before the man walked off and, a few moments later, the cart and horses all traveled out of Retrograde Cognition’s viewing range.

Willing the spell to end, Alyssa lurched. Her perspective jumped from standing up in the middle of the street to lying down well away from the pooling blood with her head resting on Fela’s thighs. She clamped her mouth shut, taking careful breaths to avoid further upsetting her stomach.

Irulon stood above her, staring down with simple violet eyes. She, thankfully, remained silent, probably because she knew well enough how Retrograde Cognition felt upon first waking up. Alyssa distinctly remembered how she had reacted after waking up following the search for Oxart. It was amazing that she had been able to speak afterwords without having to sit around.

But Alyssa couldn’t lie around all night. With help from Fela, she got back to her feet. The Pharaoh stood off to the side, staring at her with a thoughtful expression on his face. And, while she had been out, it looked like Lisa, Oz, Lumen, and Catal had caught up. Her mother was closest to her, looking over her with obvious concern. Hopefully not too much concern given that she had watched Irulon perform the spell not so long ago, but… there was probably more to be concerned about than just Retrograde Cognition. Several city guards were running around the scene as well, doing their own investigations into the cart while trying to find some trail to pick up.

“Tell me what you saw.”

Alyssa looked over to Irulon. It was another few seconds before she decided that she was alright to speak. “Did you see a bald man?”

“The coachman wasn’t bald. Unless you are referring to the corpses, then no. I did not see anyone.”

“I asked Tenebrael to help me see,” Alyssa said, dropping the tone of her voice to avoid being overhead by anyone outside those already in the know. “Honestly don’t know if it helped because I didn’t see the man for a few more minutes, but if you didn’t see him at all…”

“Assume it worked.”

“Right. You know? I think I missed this.”

“Missed… the city being attacked?”

“Well, not that specifically. It’s just… my first two months in this world had been a nearly non-stop fight for my life. Then, this past month… I thought I wanted it. A nice relaxing life where I just delivered potions and stopped by to see my friends. It should have been ideal. But now, despite the city being under attack, despite the Astral Authority flying about, despite people dying… I think I’m secretly happy.”

Irulon pressed her lips together in what might have been a small smile. “It isn’t a secret if you tell people.”

“Oh. Right.”

“Retrograde Cognition causes a fair amount of disorientation. Don’t talk about random things. Try to stick with what you saw.”

Alyssa nodded. Focusing, she started relaying everything that she had seen while under the spell effect. The longer she spoke, the more steady she became. At the start, she had been using Fela as a cane, but by the end, she was standing straight on her own. Her words became more steady as well. And her mind. She realized just how silly it was to have said what she did.

She was deliberately avoiding a glance toward her mother.

But then, could her mother really complain? According to Oz, Lisa had apparently decided to run off to adventure as well. Escorting some noble princess back to their home province. Sure, Oz had said that it wouldn’t be that dangerous, but he had also said that the fairy extermination mission wasn’t dangerous. The Society of the Burning Shadow outpost hadn’t been figured into the equation and had been entirely unexpected, but Alyssa still doubted that anything involving fairies could be counted as safe.

“The cause of death for the coachman and the horses is still unknown,” Irulon said as Alyssa finished. “But I suppose that it can be assumed that this bald man had something to do with it. Interesting that you were unable to locate a shadow assassin. I definitely saw the effects of one at the gate, though I admit that I wasn’t able to actually see it.”

“Like I said, I asked Tenebrael to help me see some things, but the things I saw might not have been everything. Those mummies, for instance, they just wandered off and disappeared. I couldn’t see where they went… Hey, speaking of zombies… can your toymaker spells bring the coachman back to life enough to ask him what happened?”

“Such a thing was among my original research designs when developing that line of spells. Unfortunately, as my interest in Death magic declined and my fascination with Fractal magic intensified, such designs fell by the wayside.”

“So… no.”

“Afraid not. He would be as mindless as those goblins you saw me use it on back when.”

Alyssa glanced around, stretching her back. There was an odd kink in it. Probably as a result of having been in an awkward position for the duration of that spell. Calling her phone to her hand, she checked the time. Twenty minutes. She had been in Retrograde Cognition for twenty minutes. Or… not quite. That included the time she had spent talking with Irulon. Still it had been some time.

Those corpses and the cargo they had made off with would surely be long gone by now.

Closing her eyes, she tried to scan the souls around to see if she noticed anything odd. Irulon stood out, her twin souls warring with each other as usual. The first place Alyssa checked was underground. With Waters Street having used elvish engineering to create secret passages and rooms with trap doors, it seemed like a logical place to hide out if they weren’t planning on doing anything immediately. If they were planning on doing something right away… well, the palace wasn’t on fire yet.

There was something a few streets away. Alyssa wasn’t quite sure what zombies—or mummies in this case—would look like to her soul sight, but she knew what demons and the infected looked like. One of those things down there was definitely an infected.

Looking up, Alyssa frowned. There were still five of the Astral Authority up in the air, seemingly investigating the sky for… Tenebrael? That had to be it. But there was an infected right down here. Were they just going to ignore it? If so, that didn’t bode well for Tenebrael’s plan to get them off her back. Come to think of it… “Irulon, just before I did the… thing in the sky, one of those Patiences came down and killed an infected. And then fought with the demon who retrieved its soul. Is Octavia… I mean, I know your father was hoping that Tzheitza’s potion might reverse the infection, but these things aren’t friendly toward demons or infected.”

Irulon didn’t even start to answer. Although he was a short distance away and Alyssa hadn’t been speaking too loudly, the Pharaoh heard. He moved closer, staring with unblinking violet eyes. “Those creatures,” he started, but paused. “My son was attempting to explain them to me when we became aware of the situation in the city.”

“They are demon hunters, though they won’t hesitate to put their weapons through the heads of mortals if we get in the way or otherwise annoy them,” Alyssa said, answering his unasked question. She decided not to mention the anti-Tenebrael aspect of them. Perhaps to Irulon later, but it wasn’t anything they could help with so no need to worry them over divine matters.

Deciding not to bother delaying until later, Alyssa gave Irulon and the Pharaoh a quick rundown of everything she had learned from Iosefael regarding the Astral Authority. It really wasn’t much now that she was restating it. The Astral Authority were constructed to destroy demons and areas of demon infestation. There were several different types, each with their own role to serve, whether that be observation and scouting, direct combat, supportive combat, or defense among others. They were all distinctly inhuman and, while Iosefael had neglected to mention masks, they all seemed to wear porcelain faces carved in the shape of a completely average human.

Unfortunately, she couldn’t tell the Pharaoh how easy they were to kill. Alyssa honestly didn’t know if they could be killed without resorting to divine methods such as enchanted bullets. Though… That was something that Alyssa wanted to try.

“Hey, Oz!”

Neither the Pharaoh nor Irulon used weapons. Both relied on their own magical talents to get them by. Alyssa was a Rank Six arcanist as well, but she still carried a combat knife and pistols. Too many pistols at the moment thanks to Tenebrael. Still… she figured that they should keep something as backup. The Pharaoh had been operating the way he had for who knew how long. And there was no guarantee that he didn’t have a weapon under his robes.

But Oz’s sword was far more notable and was definitely not enchanted.

“Can I borrow your sword?” Alyssa asked as politely as possible when he neared.

Reaching for it, he started nodding only to hesitate. “Why?”

“Don’t you want it enchanted?” She honestly didn’t know if she could. It felt like something she could do. Maybe even enchant it enough to let it harm the Astral Authority.

Although his eyes momentarily lit up, he quickly backed up with a small frown. “Guillem will literally kill me if anything happens to her little darling weapon.”

“Didn’t you just finish paying it off the other week?”

“That’s another reason. I don’t really want to go back anytime soon to get a new one.”

“Hold on,” Irulon said. “We seem to be getting distracted from the main topic. The intruders in the city?”

“Ah. I think… Well, there is something below us. Not directly below, but off in that direction,” Alyssa said, waving a hand eastward. “But I don’t know if it is who we are looking for or even how to get down there. Short of using an Annihilator, that is.”

The Pharaoh shook his head. “I do not believe we are in quite so dire a circumstance that we should resort to destroying the entire city just yet.”

“Do you see anything else of interest?” Irulon asked.

Alyssa closed her eyes again and started examining souls in the city. Nothing particularly stood out to her aside from the thing underground. Which was probably a good thing. Between several plague incidents, the deceased guards, the draken and Fela running through the streets, and the mystic circle above the city, enough had happened for one night. The city probably couldn’t take much more.

There was definitely going to be a resurgence in protests around the Palace come morning. The only reason they weren’t picketing right now was probably because of a fear about the possible danger.

Opening her eyes, Alyssa started to shake her head in response to Irulon’s question only to hesitate with a blink.

There was one person standing among their circle who was not supposed to be there.

A balding man wearing an ornate suit stood near the cart, among a few guards. None of them paid any attention to him. He just stood there, idly staring at the Pharaoh, then Irulon, then Alyssa.

Something must have shown in Alyssa’s eyes. Irulon’s fist clenched around the tome chained to her hip. She immediately started looking around. But her gaze passed right over the bald man. Once he noticed his daughter glancing around, the Pharaoh looked too. Just like his daughter, his eyes drifted from one side of the bald man to the other without even a hint of recognition.

Alyssa pulled her pistol, flicking the safety off as she aimed.

But that slight motion made her blink. And in that instant of a blink, the man was gone. Snapping her head from side to side, Alyssa tried to find him. But he was nowhere to be seen. She even tried to close her eyes and scan for souls again. Had he even had a soul? She hadn’t been paying attention to the guards investigating the cart. Or any normal souls at all, really. She couldn’t say one way or another whether he had appeared normally or not.

“What is it?”

“The bald man. He was here for a second. Just… staring at us. But… not anymore.”

“The person present in your Retrograde Cognition?”

“No one else noticed.” Alyssa took her finger off the trigger, but she kept the pistol out and at the ready. Maybe they had been too busy to notice. The Pharaoh and Irulon had both had their backs to him. As did Oz’s group. Izsha and Fela should have noticed. Unless they thought he was supposed to be around. That was entirely possible. He looked like he could pass as someone around Decorous’ station.

Looking around, Alyssa spotted him. “There,” she said quietly, aiming toward an alley off to the side of the cart. He was walking away. Casually. Even though she had spoken just barely loud enough for those in her immediate vicinity to hear, he still paused, looked to her, tilted his head, and vanished around the corner of the building.

Alyssa moved forward, slowly and carefully, bringing up a Projectile Reflection as she walked. Just in case. Irulon was on her heels, along with a few of the others, but Alyssa hardly paid them attention. Her focus was on the mysterious stranger.

He did have a soul. One tainted by the plague. It wasn’t heavily tainted, but his soul was just a shade dimmer than those around him.

And Alyssa wasn’t going to let him get away.

            

    
        031.009 Astral Authority - Hunting and Hunted

    
    
    
    
                Chasing a suspect through a city should have been easy. Should being the key word. Alyssa had magic. She had a way to find people through walls with her ability to see souls. Draken and Fela were unbelievably fast and could smell anything from miles away. The Pharaoh and Irulon were Rank Six arcanists who, despite Alyssa’s best efforts, had an even wider range of available spells than she did. The Pharaoh in particular. He had tried using time magic, both to speed himself up to the point where he blurred past a full-speed Izsha, and to slow down their target.

No matter what, the bald man remained out of reach. He disappeared around a corner just as Alyssa rounded one corner. He turned invisible just as the Pharaoh seemed like he had his hands around the man. Everyone except Alyssa suddenly forgot about him the moment they organized their chase enough to surround him.

Something was clearly wrong. If not for the others being able to see him on occasion, she might have suspected him of being an angel. Thus far, she hadn’t seen a single male—or masculine—angel. But there were tons of angels. Alyssa only knew the names of four and had only seen two others beyond those. Deciding that they were all females, and obviously females at that, based on only six examples was ignorant to the extreme.

She suspected that he might be using some kind of miraculous artifact. Similar to the Society of the Burning Shadow at the desert outpost, it was possible that an angel like Adrael had conveniently dropped something that allowed such evasive prowess. Or perhaps he had come across—either through his own invention or through lost records—some kind of magic that even the Observatorium was unaware of.

The Observatorium was the center for all magical learning in the entire world. She didn’t think it was just a prideful boast when Irulon said that nobody else understood magic to the degree that they did. But the world was large. And she knew that there was magic that the Observatorium had not been able to replicate. Irulon had said that portals like the ones Alyssa had created were a thing thought to exist in the First City, but had been lost. And then there was whatever magic had actually destroyed the First City.

So it was possible he was using entirely human means to avoid capture.

As Alyssa directed Izsha around yet another street—the fourth right turn in a row—she couldn’t help but feel like she was being led around by the nose. A waste of time while allies of his did something else?

“Tenebrael,” she said, pistol pre-aimed at where he should be. “Immobilize my target. Rend him unable to act save for the questions he might answer. Let the miracle manifest and carry out our will.”

Two people could play at using unknown magic here.

Alyssa’s finger squeezed the trigger. The hammer slammed down, causing the gun to lurch in her hands. Despite her poor aim on the back of Izsha and from hardly seeing the man, the beam of black light actually curved, swinging around the outside edge of a building to pierce his Achilles tendon.

He sure let out a human-like cry of pain as his face slammed into the ground. With him on the ground, casting Spectral Chains was no issue. The ethereal links bound around him, pinning his arms to his side and keeping him from moving. Not that he looked like he could run anywhere anymore. His entire foot was missing from the ankle down. Not just detached, but completely and totally absent. If there was some small consolation for the man, it was that the wound looked cauterized. He wouldn’t bleed out from it.

Irulon was running up behind Alyssa, riding on the back of Musca.

Unfortunately, Alyssa wasn’t sure that she could stick around much longer.

The bright lights of the Astral Authority up high all froze when she crafted her request to Tenebrael. She couldn’t see them clearly. Not without her binoculars. Had they done the same when she had killed that Patience earlier? Probably not. There hadn’t been so many of them earlier. In fact, that one Patience might have been the only one in the entire city at that point in time. It had been the large mystic circle that had drawn their attentions. She had personally witnessed several of the fake-angels passing through portal-like gates. The signature of Tenebrael’s miracle, and such a powerful miracle at that, had drawn them. And now, they were on the lookout. On the hunt for even a small miracle like the one she had used to incapacitate the bald man.

Alyssa glanced over her shoulder. Would Irulon be able to handle him if she ran off? Normally, Alyssa would have thought so without a doubt in her mind. But more than once, this man had caused some kind of confusion effect. Irulon, and the others, had suddenly simply forgotten exactly what they were supposed to be doing. Like they hadn’t remembered that they were supposed to be chasing this guy. Alyssa wasn’t sure if it hadn’t affected her because of her connection to Tenebrael or because of Adrael’s staff attached to her back blocking magical effects.

Gritting her teeth, she slipped the staff out of its sheath on her back. With only a glance to Irulon, Alyssa threw it high into the air.

Irulon caught it on its way back down without the appearance of the slightest strain.

“Izsha. Run past. Find someplace to hide,” Alyssa said as she allowed the Spectral Chains to dissipate. She could have dragged him along behind her, but that probably would have killed him. She was fairly certain that tying people to a horse and having it run around had been some kind of medieval execution technique. Instead, she and Izsha continued right past him, trusting Irulon to handle the bald man. Hopefully protected from whatever magic he had thanks to the staff.

If she lost the staff…

Iosefael said she would return at some point. Although she lacked Tenebrael’s black book, she might have it within her to locate an angelic weapon. And if not her, then perhaps Alyssa could just do it herself.

For now, Izsha raced on. The Astral Authority split into two groups. One looked like it was headed toward where she had originally fired the pistol. If they didn’t ignore Irulon or the bald man… They would. They had to. Irulon might have Tenebrael’s tattoo on her face, but she obviously was not Tenebrael. The other group, on the other hand, was after Alyssa.

She wasn’t Tenebrael either, but her connection might make her feel a whole lot more like Tenebrael than Irulon’s tattoos did for her.

In fact, she hoped that they would decide to all come after her. At least she knew that she could kill them if necessary. Alyssa didn’t even know how they might test whether or not Irulon, the Pharaoh, Brakkt, or any of the others might be able to harm one. They would have to capture one. If they did so, allies would come, most likely.

They should only have to worry about it for a few days anyway. After tonight, she was to head out to Owlcroft. As long as Tenebrael’s plan worked, the Astral Authority would be out of Lyria’s airspace by then.

“Tenebrael,” Alyssa said, aiming her pistol upward. “Those who dare to hunt you threaten your most loyal subjects. Offer your divine protection to the worthy while bringing down the hammer of wrath upon the false-angels of the Astral Authority.”

A black beam raced from the barrel of the gun. Just as it had with the bald man, it curved in the air to correct for Alyssa’s poor aim, piercing the nearest Patience through its… head thing. And it didn’t stop there. Coming out the back of the woven silver, the beam split in two. A Diligence tried to dodge, but the snake-like form of the dragon was too large. The beam speared it through its center, seemingly spreading out within the creature to kill it. A vein-like pattern of black-white light intensified on its scales until…

Alyssa winced. The bright light of the Diligence exploding dotted her vision with afterimages. But it wasn’t bad enough to miss the other beam of light utterly obliterate a Kindness. Unlike the bolt that had hit the Diligence, that beam continued on through.

Until it hit a Chastity. The bulwark of the Astral Authority stopped it dead. Chastities were insectile in appearance. Much like that of a spider crossed with an ironclad beetle. With feathered wings. They didn’t look like they had much in the way of weapons, but the armored hide didn’t even have a scratch after being struck by the bullet.

Although the miracle stopped dead then and there, it still achieved the effect Alyssa wanted. Three of the Astral Authority were dead. Those that remained switched their pathing, aiming toward her rather than toward Irulon.

In fact, it worked so well that it might have worked too well.

Two of those square portals opened in the air, each depositing a Patience.

One of which appeared directly above her, swiping down with its spear.

“Izsha!” Alyssa shouted, ducking her head. “Must go faster!”

The draken’s powerful muscles coiled up for a spring forward, launching them through the streets. Alyssa raised her pistol again, only to freeze. Another portal opened directly in front of them, much larger than those that had appeared higher up. Izsha hit the ground just in front of it, digging its talons into the ground in an attempt to stop itself.

“Left!” Alyssa shouted, eyes widening as she pulled out a spell card.

An arm emerged from the gaping portal. Like a lion’s paw, complete with golden fur. One at least as big as Izsha. Probably bigger. Whatever body it was attached to was clearly too small to fit through the portal, but it didn’t need the rest of its body. The paw slammed down, cracking the ground and even the walls of nearby buildings. Izsha, thankfully, followed her instructions perfectly. Alyssa and Izsha just barely squeezed out from underneath thanks to Shorten Distance, a Rank Three Physical type spell.

The space it could warp was only about the size of a room. But that was enough to get away from the lion arm reaching through the portal.

Alyssa aimed her pistol again, request to Tenebrael already on her lips. But she paused. Not because of another portal popping up, but because of a realization.

The Astral Authority had lost dozens of members in their assault on the massive circle above the city. And yet, despite those losses, they had continued throwing more and more members at it until they had overwhelmed it through sheer numbers. If they were limited by how many they had, Tenebrael would surely have simply killed the rest and been done with it.

She had to assume that continually killing them wouldn’t do much of anything.

From Iosefael, Alyssa knew that their portals weren’t just conjured out of nowhere. A Charity had the sole role of creating those portals. They could traverse worlds and such without a Charity around, but it was a longer and more involved process. They weren’t angels. They didn’t have direct access to the Throne and the many worlds it was connected to like angels did.

Finding the Charity and killing it might give her enough of a momentary advantage to defeat the rest. Or to escape.

The only other option was to hide outright. And if she couldn’t figure out a way to locate the Charity, hiding might be the only option.

Ducking under the bladed tip of a Patience’s spear, Alyssa wasn’t sure that they were going to give her much of a chance to do that. Maybe another distraction? She had to wonder if such a thing would even work with them already after her like they were. When she had conjured the large circle above the city, and even when she had killed that first Patience, there hadn’t been any others around her.

“Izsha, let’s get out of the city.” That, at the very least, would mean that she didn’t have to worry that another Equanimity would stick its paw out of a portal and crush some poor farmer’s cart of cabbages. It would also give Izsha perfectly clear and open terrain to rush across at top speed.

Izsha turned, hightailing it straight away. They were still near the easternmost gate. Though, now that she was being chased, it felt like they were much further than Alyssa wanted to be. And some of those things were getting close.

A Patience swooped in. Alyssa almost fired at it, only deciding at the last moment to not create more miracles with Tenebrael’s signature. Doing so would only draw more to her. Instead, she cast the tried and true Spectral Chains.

It didn’t kill the Patience, but it did stop it from spearing her through the head. Wings bound together against the silver filigree of its body underneath the chains. It plummeted into the ground. Dust, brickwork, and gravel kicked up into the air. Izsha whined slightly, likely having felt like a ship at high speed having its anchor catch on something solid. Spectral Chains did stretch—new links sprouted out of thin air—but not enough to support the speed at which they were moving.

Alyssa canceled the spell. She didn’t know if the impact had done any damage to the Patience. It certainly did not fly back into the air before she had to focus on other things.

Like the Diligence firing a blast of… fake-angelic magic. Projectile Reflection was still up from earlier. She wasn’t going to trust it to deal with something that had taken out a significant portion of the giant mystic circle. Another Shorten Distance got them out of immediate danger. As they skipped ahead, Alyssa decided to try an Empty Vessel.

She honestly hadn’t expected it to do much. Angels ignored Empty Mirror. Even ones like Iosefael that were affected by Spectral Chains. She suspected it had something to do with the way angels perceived souls. And yet, glancing over her shoulder, the entire gathering of the Astral Authority had… not stopped. They were all still traveling in the same direction, but they were no longer honed in on her.

Quietly, just in case they could somehow hear through the alternate reality field, Alyssa spoke to Izsha. “Break off. Head along the wall. We can jump it if we still need to get out of the city.”

Izsha made a noise that might have been an agreement. Or it might have simply been an acknowledgment. Either way, the draken took the next crossroad. As they changed directions, Alyssa kept a careful eye on her pursuers.

They did not follow.

Still, she did not stop Izsha. Not until they were well away from the Astral Authority. Even though she had watched half of her pursuers vanish back into their portals and the other half disperse around the city—probably looking for her—she still felt nervous stopping. It would have been simple for a portal to pop up behind her and unleash a lion’s paw. It wasn’t like they made noise.

She had taken a moment to send a text to the other phones. Fractal magic did work to hide her. It might help if one came snooping around Irulon. Alyssa couldn’t discount the possibility that it was a property unique to her. Too much was unknown at this point in relation to the Astral Authority.

But, for the time being, it seemed as if hiding had worked out. Which was an amazing thing. Her plan to locate the local Charity had included another request to Tenebrael, which would only have drawn even more attention to her. Besides that, she didn’t know their actual range. The Charity could have been a week’s worth of nonstop draken ride away for all she knew.

Together with Izsha, Alyssa stood by and simply watched the skies for a full hour. They stopped right near the wall, well away from any normal foot traffic areas. Just in case. But none of the Astral Authority ever came close to her. They were investigating along the route she had been taking when she used Empty Vessel, but, after an hour, all the lights in the sky had vanished. Most seemed to have gone back into portals. There were some others that simply flew off, some into the city and some out. She still waited an extra half hour after the last light disappeared from the sky.

“Take us over the wall, Izsha. Just in case we need to run again.”

The draken tilted its head enough to look back. It was one of those looks.

“Sorry for dragging you into this,” Alyssa said, giving what she hoped was a comforting pat on the head and not a patronizing one. “I’d go off on my own and drop the invisibility, but I worry that they will notice you and come after you even if I’m not around.” Sighing, she stroked the scales, still not even sure that the draken could really feel it underneath all that armor. “I still want to find a way to properly communicate, but using more of Tenebrael’s power seems like a bad idea at the moment.”

In fact, it was probably a bad idea all around until she followed through with Tenebrael’s plan. Even then, she might want to wait until Tenebrael enacted whatever she was going to do to deal with the threat as a whole. Which… was unfortunate. That meant no portal to the pit. Nor to anywhere the Pharaoh had requested.

Izsha, either accepting the apology or simply deciding to go along with Alyssa’s request anyway, did jump the wall. The landing wasn’t quite as gentle as Alyssa had gotten used to, but that was probably because the ground on the other side was sloped away from the wall rather than any intentional annoyance on Izsha’s part.

A short distance away, Alyssa finally let the Empty Vessel drop.

Again, she waited for about a half hour before deciding that nothing was after her right at that very second.

She still didn’t head back into the city right away. Instead, she decided to get a quick update. She had ended the conference call while being chased, so had to dial up Jason’s number, hoping that Irulon still had the phone.

“Alyssa?” The first ring hadn’t even finished. “Are you alright?”

“Fine, Mom. Is Irulon there?”

There was a hesitation before an answer came. Alyssa could tell that Lisa had something else to ask. Probably something about all the nonsense that had happened since night fell. But, she answered the question rather than asked one of her own. “She is in the middle of interrogating the man you helped capture.”

“Find out anything interesting?”

“Actually, just about everything, as far as I understand it. He is answering all questions asked of him.”

“After how evasive he was?”

“Irulon thinks you had something to do with it.”

“Me? But I… I… Oh.” Wait. The request to Tenebrael. She had asked that he be unable to do anything but answer questions. “Yeah. That might have been me.”

“It seems as if he was hired by nobles of the city. The plague related items and equipment were going to be an attempt to draw out Fela and involve her in some incident.”

“Really? He wasn’t part of the Society of the Burning Shadow? The nobles killed their own men at the gate?” The city guard, including those who protected the gates, were men sourced primarily from the various cities and towns deemed large enough to have their own knights and trained soldiers. “Unless… Check with Oxart. I bet all of them were recruited locally. Probably in recent weeks at that.”

“You seem to be handling this well… Tell me, this kind of stuff…”

“It’s what I had to deal with practically every week for my first month or two inside the city. Everything calmed down the moment you arrived.”

“I see,” Lisa said after a long pause.

“Yeah.” Alyssa didn’t know what else to say. She had already gone over everything that had happened to her since arriving, and quite extensively at that. But it was probably one thing to hear about it and another thing to experience it firsthand. “Tell Irulon that Izsha and I will be back shortly, barring any more encounters with the Astral Authority.”

            

    
        032.001 Interlude - Decorous

    
    
    
    
                The world was ending.

Figuratively, but very possibly literally as well. For months now, things had been strange. Off. Once familiar aspects of the world, constants as unchanging as granite, were now twisted.

Decorous clasped his hands together, staring. He didn’t stare at anything in particular. The room was the Lords’ Dining Hall of the palace. An exclusive area reserved for only those of the highest standing in society. And an intensely familiar place for Decorous. He had spent many evenings within, eating, communing with his fellows of higher standing. He knew its intricacies like he knew his own hand. From his table made from the finest marble, carved by craftsmen so skilled that its surface gleamed like a mirror, to the elegant tapestries of the twelve great houses adorning the walls. At the head of the room, one more tapestry hung, larger than all the others. A deep black banner. Golden filigree adorned the edges, outlining a shield. In the center of the shield, a great depiction of a column held two ravens aloft. It was by far the most ornate of all the thirteen tapestries. The largest as well. Expensive gold-violet thread drew out detail in the shield, the filigree, and the ravens while the pillar had been woven of spun stone.

House Yora’s red banner emblazoned with eight swords, three pointed straight upward and five pointed down, fanned out in an arc beneath, stood proud in the prestigious spot to the left of the royal family’s tapestry. It was one of only three house banners with actual gold inlaid in the thread. A symbol of his house’s great quarries and mines. Of the service that they could and did provide. One of the main reasons, aside from the large population of Yora, that he could sit within the opulent chambers.

Normally, a number of other lords, ladies, and their sons and daughters could be found feasting within during evening time. It was rare that the actual leaders of the lands would gather all at once. But there was always a representative at each table. Usually, that came in the form of children. Occasionally cousins or some other family relation. In the rare case when one of the leading families couldn’t spare anyone, they would appoint a steward to take their position in case some vital piece of news needed to be communicated when a Message wouldn’t suffice.

The Lords’ Dining Hall served as an informal communications platform.

But that communication broke down with so many missing.

Decorous could count the nonservants in the room on one hand. Even House Yora lacked anyone apart from himself.

Part of the problem was that a few houses had pulled out of Lyria almost entirely in protest of some of the Pharaoh’s recent decisions. His interactions with monsters being the hot topic of debate over the past while. There was always some controversy or another. No one could hold power and not have their decisions criticized by someone. But monsters were a sore subject with most people. Sons, daughters, and even regular peasants who signed up for a shot at a more noble lifestyle—too many good soldiers lost their lives to monsters, usually at the Fortress of Pandora. Though there were plenty of communities of monsters north of the border. Those ones at least tried to keep a lower profile to avoid extermination. If they didn’t… then they would have to be fought. Large scale fighting always involved casualties.

But even among those who had pulled out in protest, they would still leave a steward behind to remain in communication with allies and, if necessary, the royal family. However, as part of their protest, they were ordered to skip functions such as these meals. That alone reduced the numbers in the hall by more than half. Even still, it couldn’t account for the desertion tonight.

Not every house had pulled out of the city. Some even supported the Pharaoh. Depending on location, some houses wound up quite friendly with local monsters, usually through trade and little else; even then, they kept such relations quiet. Even they were mostly gone. Still living in their manors within the city, but cowering from the events of two evenings ago.

Or, at least, that was what they would say if questioned. Decorous admitted that there was a minor issue of safety. Very minor. It was true that several city guardsmen had been murdered. But that had been on the outskirts of the city. Most manors inside the city were well within a five minute walk of the palace. And half the nobles took a carriage anyway.

A part of it might have been the other incident of that night. The one that practically the entire city had seen. Decorous still didn’t know what that had been about. Rumors spread among every circle of the palace. The Pharaoh had waved it off, citing it as something that wasn’t worth investigating further at this time, so he didn’t even know which rumors were true. Most agreed that Tenebrael had been involved in some way. Especially those familiar with the Princess Irulon. Some of those shapes in the sky had reflected the tattoos that adorned Princess Irulon’s face. And if it truly was something related to Tenebrael, it wasn’t hard to understand why the Pharaoh would have waved it off. The Pharaoh, despite unpopular policies, was the intermediary between Tenebrael and the people.

But Decorous doubted that the state of the hall was thanks to that in the slightest.

His eyes drifted off, focusing on one of the furthest banners from the head of the room.

A blue banner with a chevron. Three yellow—not gold—roosters, each clutching a spike of grain, were arranged around the chevron. At the tip of the upward facing chevron, an armored helmet looked out over the dining hall. The emblem of House Worx. It was something of a surprise that it was still hanging up.

That house was the real reason why no one had been attending the various court functions for the past few days. No one wanted to be associated with them. No one wanted to show their face and risk someone remembering a conversation between them and someone of House Worx.

To anyone not wanting to be accused of treason, House Worx was more toxic than gorgon venom.

The eldest son of their house had been captured the night everything happened. And had confessed everything. The family’s plan had involved unleashing several demons in the city. While the hellhound hunted them down, they were going to orchestrate or outright fabricate the hellhound going insane to further unrest among the people. They had carried a fairy into the city with the intent of getting the hellhound under their control, at which point it was to go on a rampage, destroying homes and killing people. They somehow managed to get the support of the Juno Federation to help use the monsters. Some control magic that the Pharaoh was keeping quiet on.

Everyone named as a conspirator who was in the city was currently in the darkest dungeons that the Pharaoh could find. The rest of the family was blacklisted. If any dared to show their face nearby, they were sure to find themselves imprisoned as well. Decorous had even heard talks about marching the city guard to Worx to install new leaders in the relatively small yet wealthy fishing hamlet. Though that wasn’t likely to happen anytime soon. Not with the city guard at the lowest count in ten years.

And yet, despite that, both those loyal and dissenting were currently vying for favor in an attempt to get their sons, daughters, or other relatives installed as the head of Worx.

Even Decorous had considered trying to curry some favor to get himself a more prestigious position. Although he hadn’t been involved in this particular incident, he knew of several individuals who had aspirations for the royal seat. Selling them out might get him his own lordship. As the third son of House Yora, he wasn’t likely to get anything better than he had already.

Of course, betraying his conspirators would only mark him as untrustworthy, potentially putting a hamper on his own aspirations. He would be left with no choice but to bow to the Pharaoh’s law. Which might just be what the Pharaoh wanted.

Quite the conundrum.

A servant finally brought about his meal. The great clock on the wall, elvish make, said that he had been waiting for a full half hour. It was completely disrespectful to be served so slowly. The servant didn’t even offer a word of apology, simply setting down the large plate of roast duck, garnished with garlic and carrots, with a steaming fresh bread. Decorous, however, did not complain to the servant as the young boy filled his goblet with fresh wine. It could have been an accident, coincidence, or simply poor timing. Complaining wouldn’t turn back the clock and get him his meal faster. Besides, he couldn’t be sure that the servant hadn’t been ordered to make him wait.

All the servants in the palace belonged to the Pharaoh. Criticizing the Pharaoh’s servants at a time like this was sure to get eyes turned in his direction.

So he ate in peace and silence, rather enjoying the lack of people. It wasn’t often that he got to eat a hot meal within the Lords’ Dining Hall. The servants always delivered the meals hot from the kitchen, of course. It was just that so many people used meal times as conference times that he often wound up talking until the chill set in.

He quickly realized that today would, once again, be a day of cold meals.

His elder brother entered the room, looked around once, then casually made his way over to the table of House Yora. He wore a tight-fitted suit in Yora’s particular shade of red with a deep violet Inverness cape draped around his shoulders.

“Decorous,” he said with a nod, idly waving a hand to catch the attention of one of the servants.

“Hello Val. Surprised you came today.”

“Please. As if any grime from this unfortunate incident could possibly rub off on us.” He took a seat, looking around the empty room with a smile before looking straight at Decorous. A dangerous glint crossed his eyes. “Nothing will rub off on us, will it, Decorous?”

“I had nothing to do with it, if that is what you are insinuating. Having a hostile force cross a gate and murder the guards is a blight upon my personal honor as the captain of the city guard.”

“Of course. Of course.” That dangerous glint left his eyes as Val leaned back in his seat. “And you would never do something that would harm your reputation in the eyes of your peers.”

He hadn’t so far. Not to his knowledge, at least. There would always be those who would dislike him, of course. He couldn’t help that. And he didn’t want to be liked by everyone. Respected, yes. Liked? Optional. “If you can’t believe that,” he said slowly and quietly. There was no one around. No one who would overhear. Most tables in the dining hall were enchanted specifically to block eavesdropping attempts anyway. The enchants were extremely expensive, but most viewed them as completely necessary. “If you can’t believe that, at least believe that I remember our conversation the day the hellhound joined the plague containment teams.”

“Oh? And your opinions on it now?”

Setting down his fork, Decorous considered his words carefully. His elder brother had advocated for the hellhound, though not publicly. They both, along with several other houses, had been waiting in the wings for an incident to arise in order to condemn the Pharaoh for his decisions.

Yet none had.

“Although plague incidents remain high, and likely will increase after the incident the other night, casualties are low among the city guard. In fact, while the plague containment teams are outside my domain of management, I believe the incident a few nights ago was the first death since the hellhound joined the team. Compared to previous high plague infections over the same period of time, that is quite amazing. Civilian deaths are also drastically lower than normal.”

“Those are all facts, young Decorous. What are your opinions?”

Decorous picked up his fork and knife, sliced a sliver of meat, and ate it while trying to decide what answer his brother wanted. Did he want him to double down on the idea that the hellhound would be a menace to the city despite all evidence to the contrary? Or did he want him to answer more honestly? Would Decorous even be being honest with himself if he said that the hellhound wasn’t a problem? That was probably the real reason he was hesitating. His instincts screamed that it should be chained up and publicly executed. At the same time, it had undoubtedly saved human life.

“I think,” Val said before he could answer, “that we should rethink our objectives. The Pharaoh wants to bring in monsters like that and use them to help humanity. We already use slaves in the workforce, mostly in construction. The Black Prince and his pet lizards did fend off the Juno Federation last year with an ease unseen before.”

“You’re saying we should switch sides? Agree with the Pharaoh and support his decisions involving the monsters?”

“Oh no. No. Of course not. The Pharaoh still needs to go,” Val said just a little louder than Decorous would have preferred. A quick glance around showed no one close enough to breach the eavesdropping countermeasures. Thankfully. “But the Pharaoh is setting a precedent. Open association with monsters is acceptable. The public won’t be pleased. We would obviously rather not have riots around Yora. However, what the peasants don’t know won’t hurt them, right? Who are they to say what is best to do with our own standing knights and soldiers.”

“Soldiers? You… are saying that you want monsters among the Yora guardsmen?”

“So long as we select the right monsters, of course. Carefully controlled and monitored as well. But otherwise, why should we not?”

“For one, they’re monsters. I don’t think I need to explain any more, but since you brought it up, the Yora guard tend to be in charge of exterminating monsters that spring up, whether through slipping past Pandora or simply because they lived elsewhere. I can see a monster being happy to slaughter the odd brigand and highwayman, but we have hardly any of those around Yora as is. They well know our zero-tolerance policy for such ruffians. So a monster wouldn’t be much use for that. Setting them against their own kind won’t work.”

“Are you so certain? I’ve been doing a great deal of research since all this business with the Pharaoh went down. I’ve been in and out of the Observatorium as well as convinced the Knights Solaris to allow perusal of their vast treatises on monsters. As it turns out, many monsters only band together because of humans, how numerous we are, and our well-known disdain for their entire kind. If not for us, I doubt they would get along with each other all that well.”

“So you think giving some species safe harbor will make them turn on their fellow monsters? It won’t be that easy. You’ll be inviting the enemy into our safe and protected lands. What kind of monster would you even try to… court? Surely not a hellhound,” Decorous said with a shiver.

He considered himself quite experienced with disturbing things. It came with the job. As captain, he had a duty to his men, even those who fell in combat. In seven years of being a guardsman in one form or another, he had fought against plenty of inhuman creatures. But… hellhounds… there was something about them. The way they looked at people, their eyes burning with demonic flame. The Observatorium said that there was nothing demonic about hellhounds, but why name them that if not?

The one time he had seen a hellhound—before the Pharaoh’s pet, that was—had not turned out well. A pair of them had decimated twelve strong men before being put down.

“Perhaps,” Val said with a placid smile. “A hellhound seems to be working out well for the Pharaoh, after all.”

Decorous slumped, giving Val something to laugh about.

“You shouldn’t worry so much,” he said, patting Decorous on the back. “Nothing will happen right away. Yora keeps the territory clear of all threats. Convincing any species of monster that we’ve had a change in heart will not be a simple task. Nor a quick one, I imagine. Besides, you’re stuck here in the city. All you have to worry about is what new monsters the Pharaoh will bring in next.”

“Please tell me you haven’t heard some rumor.” The last thing he needed was more nonsense going on. The draken, at least, stayed out of sight. If more monsters popped up and started running around like that hellhound… if more hellhounds appeared…

“Well,” Val said, standing. “Just thought I would get your thoughts on the matter. I’ll keep you informed if things change.” Without any further words of parting, he started heading out. He hadn’t even received a meal, let alone eaten. Then again, given how long Decorous had waited for his food, Val might have been waiting all night.

Decorous found himself glancing off to the banner of House Worx as Val wandered off. It would be nice to get away from everything. To run his own territory as he saw fit. No monsters. No Rank Six arcanists who scuff the moon. No princesses throwing their weight around.

Well… he really wouldn’t be that free of everything. Even if he did manage to curry enough favor to even be considered—and he fully admitted that he would likely be starting far behind individuals from several of the other houses—he would still be required to attend court, visit Lyria, and otherwise interact with the Pharaoh and the people of this city. Even if he appointed a steward or had children, he would still have to make appearances on occasion. And children took far too long to grow to a useful age.

There just wasn’t a victory condition no matter what he did. Even if they got rid of the Pharaoh, Val’s plan might still come to fruition. It wasn’t like Decorous couldn’t understand the benefits of throwing monsters into the grinder over humans, but…

Could hundreds of years of animosity really be swept away just because a few armies wanted to use them as fodder?

Groaning, Decorous reached for his wine.

Only to find it completely empty.

Sighing, he waved over the servant once again.

He had a feeling he would be drinking a lot tonight.

            

    
        033.001 War And Peace - On The Open Road

    
    
    
    
                “I can’t believe this is happening again.”

“Well,” Oz said with a bright smile. “think of it this way. At least you aren’t rushing off into the desert with little preparation to rescue someone you got mind controlled before they could be eaten only to discover an enemy encampment protected by monsters that only you can see.”

“That seems like an oddly specific occurrence,” Raugis, the first daughter of House Illuna, said. A hand covered her gentle smile. “The lives of mercenaries must be filled with such thrills.”

“Yeah. That’s one way of putting it,” Lumen grumbled.

Alyssa, once again, found herself in the company of Oz, Lumen, and Catal while they were on a quest from the guild. This time, it was more than just her and Irulon accompanying them. On the guild side of things, her mother had decided to join against Alyssa’s recommendation. Though, honestly, Alyssa wasn’t sure why she bothered protesting. Being out in the wilderness was probably safer than being in the city at times. Especially times with demons and fake-angels and all kinds of nonsense going on.

It wasn’t actually safer. People didn’t typically hire guards when they walked around the city unless they were carrying something valuable. Incidents happened, true. Even with demons and saboteurs running around, the total amount of deaths per month probably wasn’t that different from a modern Earth city of equivalent size. If only because of vehicular deaths. Outside the city, on the other hand, was apparently only rarely traversed alone. Even the relatively safe trip to Teneville got people like Aziz to hire guards.

But, with Alyssa also headed outside the city, she really didn’t have much room to try to get her mother to stay in one spot.

Raugis was the name of the girl being escorted. A nobleman’s daughter, maybe a year or two younger than Alyssa. Roughly Irulon’s age. Although she didn’t act like it. From their admittedly short interactions so far, Alyssa got the feeling that Raugis was a fairly sheltered young woman. So far, she had spent the entire six hours of the day’s journey leaning out the window of her fancy carriage, talking with Oz. Accompanying her were a few members of her house’s staff. A coachman, who kept making nervous glances toward the draken despite the surprising calm of his horses, and some kind of butler-like servant. The latter was a fairly old man who, upon meeting up with everyone outside the city, had barely glanced at the draken.

Alyssa had to wonder what kind of stories he could tell that had him shrugging off a dinosaur walking alongside the carriage in definite biting distance of Raugis’ head.

For the draken, Izsha was around of course, as was Musca. Much to Pesca’s chagrin, Lisa had decided to take a guild-provided horse instead. Ensou and Dasca were around as well, ridden by Brakkt and Fela respectively. Dasca seemed just as excited as Musca and Izsha had been on their trip to the desert, even though the latter two seemed a bit more subdued than normal. Izsha might just be getting used to running around on the regular.

Musca, on the other hand, had been told in no uncertain words that running wild wouldn’t be tolerated for the time being.

Irulon rode atop the tiger-stripped draken, somehow having modified the saddle to work as a writing desk. A fairly small desk, but large enough to hold a tome and a stack of papers. The papers had to be weighed down with a fairly big stone to keep from flying off. Apparently, all the running around in the past little while was slowing down Irulon’s studies. Although she wanted to see what magic Alyssa was going to conjure over Owlcroft, she also wanted to get some work done.

Brakkt, Fela, and Trik of the plague containment team made up the last of the party. It was, apparently, not far off from a quarterly inspection of the Owlcroft defenses. With Alyssa and Irulon headed out anyway there anyway, they had come a few weeks early.

As it turned out, Illuna was right on the way to Owlcroft.

Hence the slightly crowded caravan.

“I, for one, am quite happy with the situation,” Oz said with a wide grin. “The chance we were going to be attacked was pretty low to begin with, considering the situation as a whole. We are quite intimidating,” he said with a wave toward himself, Lumen, and Catal, “and should have easily scared off most ruffians. But with some extra free support? Who in their right mind would attack the Black Prince, a squad of draken, two Rank Six arcanists, and a hellhound? Really, I’m more worried for your daddy back in Lyria.”

“You think someone will attack Father?” Raugis said, obvious worry in her voice.

Oz’s smile froze stiff for just a moment. “N-No. Of course not. He has his guards and knows how to take care of himself. But, as safe as he surely is, we are that much safer.”

Alyssa wasn’t so sure. She had a bad habit of attracting unwanted attention. Not only was it unwanted, but it also tended toward larger, more dangerous threats. Like rogue angels or true demons. Then again, the trip to Teneville had turned out rather well, all things considered. Maybe nothing would happen.

She didn’t voice her concerns. Unlike Oz, she didn’t want to jinx it.

“So convincing,” Lumen muttered. Alyssa heard clearly, but Raugis didn’t react. “Why don’t you tell her about that time in Briarbank? You know, when you--”

“Briarbank, huh?” Oz said, just a bit too loud. “I can’t remember anything of interest that happened in Briarbank. Quite the boring job, as a matter of fact.”

“Really?” Lumen’s emerald green eyes glinted in the light as she turned a narrowed gaze in his direction. “Because I’m pretty sure I remember you—”

“Nonsense! You must be getting confused with Briar Bones, the brigand scourge of Flint. Fifteen men went to fight that day. Only four of us returned. And we never found Bones’ stash of treasure. They say the hoards of loot old Bones stole is still out there. And that there exists a map! But who has it? No one knows. Could be one of Bones’ old comrades who managed to flee their hideout before we arrived. Could be it is buried, lost forever. Or…” Oz paused, dramatically looking around the slow-moving caravan. “Could it be that one of those sent to fight him managed to get their hands on the map? They might be waiting for just the right moment to go claim the treasure!”

“Shame you don’t have it,” Lumen said with a smile. “You might actually be able to woo wealthy ladies if they knew you weren’t after their money.”

Oz sputtered a bit. At the same time, Raugis put a hand in front of her mouth and giggled. It was a polite, dainty giggle. But there was something in her eyes that Alyssa just didn’t like. As if she were acting the whole thing out. Like she had a mask on made from her own skin.

Or… that could just be paranoia talking.

Nothing was going to happen. As grandiose as his stories were, he was correct in that nobody in their right mind would attack their group. From inside or from out.

Though, Alyssa had encountered plenty of people who were not in their right mind.

That said, she didn’t actually think that Raugis was going to turn out to be an enemy, no matter how fake her giggling actually was. If anything, her giggling was fake because she had heard plenty of boasting from men trying to get into her good graces. Alyssa knew that she would have been sick of it all. Especially if they were just after status or, as Lumen had suggested, wealth.

Of course, Alyssa doubted that Oz was actually trying to impress Raugis that much. On the road like this, there actually wasn’t all that much to do. It wasn’t like modern car trips where everyone had a phone, headphones, and movies to watch or music to listen to. Unless they wanted to sit around and travel in perfect silence, they passed the time with stories and song. Maybe they would be interested in playing I Spy. Though there really wasn’t much around at the moment aside from trees, the distant mountains, and empty land.

Shaking her head, Alyssa looked off into the distance. It would be two weeks before they reached Illuna. Assuming they kept up good time. She had her phone. Irulon had her books. But everyone else? And that wouldn’t even be the end of the journey for half the group. From Illuna, Owlcroft was another week out—by horse, if they ditched the horses, the draken might be able to make much better time. Being one of the closest towns to the demonic pit, Illuna apparently had some good defenses. Well trained soldiers and arcanists to fend off any approaching demons. With them being in such a position, it was no wonder that they supported the Pharaoh’s acceptance of Fela. They probably wanted a hellhound of their own.

Alyssa honestly didn’t know where hellhounds naturally lived. She knew that Fela’s whole community had been wiped out, but not the exact location of where that community had been. It was a bit odd to think about it. Fela had to have come from somewhere north of the Fortress of Pandora. Maybe even from within the Juno Federation. The draken lived somewhere north of Pandora as well. Elves lived somewhere in the mountains on the southern coast. Ants lived in the desert. Bees could probably be found somewhere around.

With all the monsters north of Pandora, she had to wonder just what the fortress was protecting. Were they monsters even more terrifying than shadow assassins and gaunts? Was it just an attempt to keep more monsters from coming up from the south? Based on the map she snapped a picture of, there was quite the coast on either side of the fortress. Could monsters not build a boat and attack from the opposite side? Elves surely could build at the very least, were there no elvish communities south of the fortress?

Alyssa had been in this world for a few months now. She had learned a lot. At the same time, it sometimes felt like she knew so little.

Irulon was reading. Not really wanting to disturb her, Alyssa directed Izsha to drop back and fall in line next to Brakkt. For this journey, he had a lighter version of his armor on. A pack horse held his normal gear. For whatever reason, he had elected against bringing more draken. A quartet of horses carried gear, food, and other supplies for the Owlcroft group. Oz’s group had his own pack mules. Raugis’ carriage had a supply of food for her and her two servants.

“How far is Pandora from Illuna?”

“At our current pace? We could make it there in five months.”

Alyssa winced. Five months? That was longer than she had even been in this world.

“Pushing the draken and leaving horses behind might drop that time down to three, but I’d rather not strain them so much for such a long period of time. In addition, the closer we get, the more hostile people will be to the topic of monsters.”

“No. No. I wasn’t suggesting we go there or anything.” Not now, anyway. If the Astral Authority got suitably distracted with Tenebrael’s plan, she would definitely try to create a portal there. Five months was an insane amount of time to spend doing nothing but traveling on the roads. Sure, there would probably be villages and maybe even the occasional city that could offer distraction along the way, but… “Irulon,” Alyssa called out a little louder. She hadn’t wanted to distract the princess, but… “Did you say something about a Time spell that creates some kind of tunnel of warped time to speed up travel?”

Putting a finger between the pages of her book, she looked back. “I may have mentioned something along those lines.”

“Wouldn’t something like that help us get to Illuna faster?” The Pharaoh had not let Alyssa take a look at his spells. Aside from the Accelero card. Otherwise, she would definitely have tried to do so.

“I believe I also mentioned that such tunnels have been known to collapse upon the tunnel’s occupants in a fairly gruesome manner. While I have no doubt that your magical prowess would be capable of maintaining the spell, I also have no desire to help you test your very first one. My father practiced for years without ever actually entering the tunnel before he felt confident enough to uses it to traverse even relatively short distances. You might be able to keep one stable faster, but… probably not in an afternoon.”

“You don’t happen to have one, or be able to draw one, would you?”

“The latter. Not while traveling, however. As smooth as Musca makes the ride, it isn’t smooth enough for delicate drawing. Perhaps when we rest for the night.” With a shrug of her shoulders, Irulon looked back down to the place she had held in her book.

“Why did you ask?” Brakkt said, violet eyes looking over to Alyssa. “About Pandora, I mean. Not the Time spell.”

“Oh, I don’t know. I’ve heard about it, but started thinking that I would like to see it for myself. To help me better understand the exact situation between humans and monsters in this world.” And perhaps see if anything could be done about it. If the humans and monsters could be made to see eye to eye on at least some matters, the world would probably be in a much better place for dealing with Jason’s grand plan to modernize everything. And it would let the humans around here focus on the Juno Federation. She wasn’t sure that opening a dialog with them would work given her interactions with Bercilak and Morgan, but, at the very least, Lyria would be able to spare more soldiers for a proper defensive army.

“It is not the kind of place any should see if possible to avoid,” Brakkt said with a small shake of his head. “In addition, bringing the draken, Fela, or even Kasita would likely end poorly. On the few occasions where I’ve had to visit, I’ve always taken horses.”

A featherlight weight settled in against Alyssa’s back. Kasita had finally popped out of wherever she had been hiding.

“I’ve never been, myself. But I’ve heard stories. Hearing about how Pandora guards always keep monster detection spells active is the main reason I used to be so paranoid about the guards of Lyria,” Kasita said. Her voice started solemn, but gained a note of humor with every word. “Ufu~ I now know just how lazy the city guard is. Unless something is going on, I could sit right in the middle of the central garrison and nobody would notice.”

“Indeed,” Brakkt said, tight smile on his face. “I’ll have to talk with them about raising their vigilance.”

Even though she couldn’t see Kasita with the mimic up against her back, Alyssa could practically feel the pout. After a moment, a finger started poking into Alyssa’s cheek. “Hey, we’re not really going there, are we?”

“Not now, at least. But if or when I go, you can stay with Tzheitza. I’m sure she won’t mind. I think you’ve grown on her.”

“Hmph. She just likes not having to interact with customers. She would tolerate a gaunt if it could sell potions well enough.”

“That sounds accurate. Though, to be honest, I’m really quite surprised with how far Tzheitza has come. When you very first started hanging around the potion shop, she tried to stab you several times. That was back before you started appearing like you are now,” Alyssa said, catching a glimpse of Kasita’s sisterly form out of the corner of her eye. “So it was probably a bit more obvious that you were inhuman then.”

“All the men at the Waterhole seemed to appreciate my appearance. And more than a few female customers as well.”

“They were probably just too horny to notice how disproportionate your… proportions were.”

“I didn’t say that wasn’t true. I just said they appreciated it.” Kasita nestled her chin right on Alyssa’s shoulder. “Have I mentioned how glad I am to not be there anymore? To not have to worry about who might disappear next or what unfortunate would be arriving on the next slave caravan?”

“Just think. The entirety of Waters Street is shut down.”

“There are probably other monsters forced to work in brothels.”

“Perhaps. But that is something that is very likely to always be the case. We can only deal with what we can see. Everything else, we just have to hope that someone out there will end up helping out, doing what we did to Waters Street.”

Even with Tenebrael’s power, Alyssa didn’t feel like she would be able to solve every problem on the planet. In fact, so far, she hadn’t been able to do anything that would harm another mortal. Just the Astral Authority. Perhaps that was the actual limitation to why she would sometimes fail to cast anything. Like a portal to Tenebrael. If Tenebrael was hiding on the moon, opening a portal would probably create a sudden vacuum, directly harming anyone nearby.

Alyssa glanced up. The moon was its usual plain grey save for a tiny pockmark of black just off-center.

Shaking her head, she glanced back down. Even if she could, she wasn’t about to try it. Not until Jason and Guillem got started on space suits. Besides the possibility of venting the atmosphere, she couldn’t use Tenebrael’s power until Owlcroft for fear of attracting the Astral Authority.

“Looks like someone is on the road to Lyria,” Lisa said, slowing just enough to get close enough without having to shout. “Just thought you should have a heads up.”

Alyssa took a moment to realize what her mother was talking about. It hit her just as Brakkt started talking.

“We carry the royal banner,” he said, waving to the pack horse with a black and gold tapestry propped up on a small stand. “Any guards we meet shouldn’t attack. If they do… leave it to me,” he said after a glance from Fela to Irulon and Alyssa. “Hopefully the draken won’t startle them too much.”

“Will we be staying in towns during the nights?” Alyssa asked.

“House Illuna and the escorts will likely be staying in towns, but I imagine we should break away a short distance beforehand. Bringing the draken and Fela into the villages will only trouble them.”

Alyssa frowned, looking toward her mother. With her on a horse, she would join with the guild. She was a grown woman, capable of taking care of herself. And she would have Oz, Lumen, and Catal watching out for her. Trik too, in all likelihood. Still, Alyssa couldn’t help but feel a little nervous at the thought of leaving her mother alone.

She really should have asked Tenebrael for one more phone during her brief visit. Jason and Chris both had theirs back in their possessions.

“Everything will be fine,” Irulon said without looking up from her books. “The draken and Fela will be able to smell trouble from afar. I’ll be keeping an eye out as well.”

Right. Not only did her mother have allies, but Alyssa had her own.

Princess Irulon was right.

Everything would be just fine.

            

    
        033.002 War And Peace - Plains of the Dead

    
    
    
    
                A week and a half on the road had Alyssa wondering just how upset the Astral Authority would get if she tried to portal directly to Owlcroft. Or at least Illuna.

The terrain varied quite a bit over the journey. From the green plains and forested hilltops to a fairly winding path through some canyons. For the past three days, they had been in a fairly arid and incredibly flat area. There weren’t any tall trees, mountains, hills, or anything to break up the scenery. The only things living around the area were drought-resistant plants, insects, and small creatures. Without much in the way of covering vegetation, the black rocky ground stood out. If she remembered correctly from the one geology class she had taken, the rock was volcanic in nature. Basalt, if she had to put a word to it. Given how flat the entire area was, it had to be a lava flow plain rather than what she typically thought of when the topic of volcanoes popped up.

Brakkt had called the land the Plains of the Dead. Despite the ominous name, there weren’t ghosts or monsters or really much of anything anywhere.

It was dead because the area got such little rainwater and there were no nearby rivers, lakes, or reservoirs. Without water, only hardy lizards and sparse plants could survive.

Alyssa found herself reminiscing of long road trips through the American mid-west on the way to her grandmother’s house. As that particular grandmother had died when she was still fairly young, she couldn’t remember exactly where such a place had been on the route. Only that she remembered staring out windows at terrain that looked exactly like this.

Between this place, the northern desert, and the entire country where the First City had been, Alyssa had to wonder just how much of the planet was even habitable. Then again, she didn’t know how much of Earth was habitable, so perhaps the line of thinking was entirely frivolous.

Except, this trip was a bit different from visits to relatives. Instead of staring out from the windows of a minivan, basking in the cool breeze from the air conditioner, she was seated on Izsha’s saddle, wondering why whatever it was that increased the power of spells like Annihilator, up to the point of destroying hilltops, didn’t also overpower Chill. It probably had something to do with the rank of the spell. All the lower-ranked spells that she had cast did exactly what they said they would do. It was really only when she got to the fifth and sixth ranks that things started to get crazy.

“Hey. Irulon,” Alyssa said. It was the first anyone had spoken since leaving camp earlier in the morning. Even Oz and Raugis seemed drained by the trip through the desolation. Their endless banter had fallen to only a few quips and comments over the past few days. “What would it take to turn Chill into a Rank Six spell? I don’t think this Rank Zero version is even doing anything.”

Musca’s rider didn’t look bothered by the heat in the slightest. Either she had a more effective version of Chill—which Alyssa doubted because she had heard Irulon cast the spell—or she was simply more accustomed to being out under the hot sun.

“Chill is a very simply spell. Technically, it doesn’t actually create cold. Rather, it removes heat from your body faster than should be normal. But that heat has to go somewhere. Namely, into the surrounding environment. That gives the feeling of a chill across your body, but has a significant drawback in that it works far less effectively the hotter it is. So, ironically enough, Chill works best in cold environments where one doesn’t generally want to use it in the first place. As such, a Rank Six version would likely not help that much in a situation like this.”

“Shouldn’t we at least be traveling at nights like we did through the northern desert?”

Irulon opened her mouth, but it was Brakkt, riding only a short distance ahead, who responded first. “The Plains of the Dead are one of the more dangerous locations we’ll pass through on our journey. Maintaining an outpost is nearly impossible, yet brigands tend to ambush weary travelers for loot, people, supplies, or whatever else might be carried through. Such attacks are especially common at night when visibility is limited.”

“That might be true for other people, but we have Night Vision. And are probably better armed than ten caravans combined.”

Brakkt dipped his head, acknowledging the point, but otherwise didn’t offer any reasons for their daylight travel. A bit of sweat rolled down his face with the motion. He didn’t seem like he was handling the heat much better than Alyssa was.

If Alyssa was being perfectly honest, she almost wished someone would try attacking them. First of all, she could use a laugh. Just imagining the faces of a surprised group of bandits who hadn’t realized just what they were ambushing was enough to put a smile on her face. Seeing the actual thing would surely have her at least chuckling.

Secondly, she could use getting off Izsha’s back for a little activity.

The two week walk from Teneville to Lyria hadn’t been that bad. Alyssa liked to walk. It felt good and got her exercise. She had gone at her own pace. Sometimes, she had rushed a bit, but most of the walk was fairly lackadaisical. If she wanted to stop and rest or eat, she did so. Plus there were several villages between the city and Teneville, so plenty of different places to stop.

Izsha was a comfortable ride, all things considered. Better than a horse, that was for certain. Alyssa had swapped with her mother—much to Izsha’s disappointment—for one day before deciding that she absolutely did not want to ride horses everywhere. They were wider than draken—most draken, anyway. Ensou was quite large, forcing Alyssa to sit with her legs completely bowed out.

On Izsha, Alyssa had started riding sidesaddle. The saddles were clearly not designed for it, but she managed. She just needed to switch positions.

If she could, she probably would have jumped off and walked alongside their little party. But they were moving at a pace where Alyssa would have to maintain a fairly brisk jog just to keep up. And that was later in the day when exhaustion had settled in. Both the horses and the draken were significantly more energetic in the mornings after a long rest.

Aside from not being able to keep up without using her one Accelero card, running in the desert just screamed bad idea.

Alyssa closed her eyes and started fanning herself with her deck of cards. If magic wasn’t going to fix her temperature issues, she was going to at least use the cards. How did the draken stand it anyway? It wasn’t like they had sweat glands to help cool themselves down. Then again, Oz had said that they were native to hotter areas when she very first met him. They were probably used to something like this.

With her eyes still closed, Alyssa noticed something. “You said this place was dead because nothing really lives here, right?” she said loud enough for Brakkt to hear. “Are there any exceptions to that?”

“Not that I am aware of. Just the occasional groups of brigands. Maybe a maximum of ten men. But they don’t tend to live here. Rather, they’ll stalk their targets, ambush them, then leave to wherever their hideouts are.”

Ten was too small for this group that Alyssa could see with her soul-sight. Not only that, but she was mostly sure that they weren’t human. Monster souls were just slightly different from human souls in most cases. These were definitely different. “Are there large groups of ants out this way?” They lived in the northern desert. It made sense that they would be able to thrive here. Though this would have been a smaller colony. There were not one million of them off in the distance.

“I’m not sure.”

“My brother knows hardly anything of monsters unless they have scales.”

Alyssa felt like that was a bit disingenuous, but… “Kasita? Fela?”

“Never been around these parts,” the mimic said as she materialized onto Alyssa’s back. Fela just shook her head from side to side while Kasita spoke. “But I might still know. What do you see?”

“Maybe twenty monsters. Can’t answer more than that. The soul-sight doesn’t exactly give me a readout of their races or intentions.” Cupping her hands to her mouth, she called out. “Hey, Oz!”

A red mane of hair flipped over his shoulder as Oz looked back. Alyssa waved a hand, beckoning him. It took a moment of fandangling with the horse’s reins, but he managed to slow down enough to get within easy talking distance. The hoses still didn’t like being too close to the draken, even if they seemed to understand that they weren’t really in any danger. Even Musca hadn’t so much as snapped at them.

“What’s going on with you lovely people?” he said with a smile.

“You know a lot about monsters, right?”

“Do I know a lot about monsters? You’re looking at one of only five people who have memorized the guild’s monster repository.”

“Then you’ll know what kind of monsters live in these parts, right?”

“Hmm? There shouldn’t be any monsters in these parts. Not that there aren’t any that couldn’t live or thrive out here, but this area is close enough to be watched by Illuna’s guard. If anyone noticed any monsters trying to settle in, reports would have made it to the city. They would send out teams to exterminate them. Or hire people like us to do it.”

“They don’t seem to watch brigands,” Alyssa said with a glance toward Brakkt.

“Ah,” Oz said, holding up a finger, “but brigands and highwaymen wouldn’t live here. They might even live in the city, only venturing through these parts when they spot prey they want to attack. It’s much harder to clear them out when they can blend in with the population. It would take survivors to point them out. So they don’t often leave any. An ambushed caravan could have been attacked months ago before anyone would realize it was missing.”

“Alright. So what is a group of twenty monsters doing out here?” Alyssa said, vaguely pointing off to the south. “They don’t look like they’re passing through. Then again, they might just be waiting out the heat of the day like sensible people.”

“You’re not going to let that drop, are you,” Irulon said in a grumbling tone.

Ignoring her, Oz put a hand to his chin, humming. “Twenty is quite a small population for most social monsters. But a bit large for those that are individualistic or pack-based. It could be remnants of a group fleeing after being attacked. It could also be that a portion of their group is away at the moment, whether scouting or hunting or something else entirely. They could even be a caravan of sorts. Despite humanity’s best efforts, some monsters do manage to set up thriving communities. They have to skirt around and remain hidden or risk being discovered, but I wouldn’t put it past these communities to have trade with one another.”

“You’re really not narrowing it down much, are you.”

“Perhaps we should take a look,” he said with a shrug. “They can’t be too dangerous. Not this far north of Pandora. Even outnumbered, we shouldn’t have a difficult time snuffing them out.”

Alyssa immediately put on a scowl. She could feel discontent from both Izsha and Kasita as well. It was a mild thing. A subtle thing. A tightening of muscles under Izsha’s scales and a slightly firmer grip from Kasita. Brakkt and Irulon probably noticed as well if their draken were similar at all in temperament.

“Why don’t we find out what they’re doing before we start collecting ears for paltry pay.” If they were geared up to attack travelers or even the city, that was one thing. But Oz just gave a dozen scenarios where they were not doing that. If they had been fleeing or were just trying to live their lives… “I’ll go. You just stay here and keep your sword sheathed. Your job is to protect the noblewoman anyway, isn’t it?”

“Oh,” Oz sounded distinctly unenthused with her idea. “You’re… Just don’t bring anything dangerous back to stalk us.”

“Don’t worry. I learned my lesson with the fairy. While I agree that we need to make sure we aren’t attacked after setting up camp tonight, that’s no reason to just go stab them all if they’re minding their own business.”

Oz looked at her for a moment before slowly shaking his head. “You’ve gotten lucky in the past,” he said, eyes flicking to Fela momentarily. “I’m just worried that your luck will run out and drag us all down with it.”

“I can handle myself.”

“And I will be going with her,” Brakkt said. “As will—”

“Pass.” Irulon dismissively waved a hand for a moment before having to lunge to grab a book that almost fell from her makeshift desk. She barely caught it by the edge of the cover, leaning far off Musca’s saddle. “I have better things to do,” she said as if she wasn’t about to fall off. With only a little effort, she managed to right herself. “If they start attacking, do let me know.”

Brakkt nodded slowly before turning to glance back at Fela. The hellhound, much like the draken and Irulon, didn’t seem visibly perturbed by the heat. But then, Alyssa wasn’t sure what to expect from a monster only half covered in fur but with literal fire flowing from the corners of her eyes.

“I’ll go if you want,” she said, grinning wide enough to show off a few teeth. “I like meeting new people when they aren’t trying to kill me.” Pausing, Fela tilted her head slightly. “And if they do try to kill me…”

“Hopefully it won’t come to that. We’ll be back soon. I’ll send a Message if something bad happens.”

As Oz headed back to the others, alerting them to the possibility of trouble, Alyssa, Brakkt, and Fela—riding on Izsha, Ensou, and Dasca respectively—broke away from the rest of the group. The group of monsters she had spotted were at least a mile away. Possibly more like three or four. Draken, going at a moderate speed so as to not wear themselves down, traveled at about thirty miles an hour. That was a completely rough estimate. It wasn’t like they had speedometers attached to their heads. She could be off either direction.

The ride was nice, at least. With Izsha moving faster, it almost felt like a cool breeze across Alyssa’s skin.

In the end, it took about fifteen minutes to reach the rough edges of where she spotted the monsters. It was still well within the Plains of the Dead. But it wasn’t quite as flat around here. A lone mountain jutted up from plains. Not a high mountain. Just a little nub on the terrain. It even had some vegetation growing on it. Nothing significant. It wasn’t like they were growing crops or anything. But there was slightly more green here than anywhere else. Even with as little moisture as this place got, the ground was probably most fertile here.

It was almost certainly the dormant or extinct volcano that had created these plains in the first place.

And the monsters were inside.

Lava tubes? Perhaps just regular caves.

“They’re inside the mountain and partially underground. I don’t see any lookouts. No souls near the surface, that is.”

Fela, tilting her head upward, sniffed the air a few times. “I think I smell them,” she said. “Don’t know what they are, but I smell them.”

“Think you can find an entrance?”

Standing, Fela vaulted off Dasca’s back, landing on the rocky terrain on all fours. Without even getting back on two feet, she started prowling around, smelling the air all the while. Izsha, Alyssa couldn’t help but notice, also started making a bit more noise as it breathed. It wasn’t long before both of them took off at once, running around the nub of a mountain. Brakkt, Ensou, and Dasca all followed just a few lengths behind.

Despite having caught the scent just a few seconds sooner, Fela quickly fell behind Izsha as the draken sprinted forward. The side of the mountain quickly approached, looking a fair bit larger up close than it had from the outskirts. Eventually, Izsha slowed to a stop with Fela stopping to the side.

Some of the desert shrubs had clearly been moved. From far away, it probably wouldn’t have been notable. Here, standing right in front of an entrance to the mountain, it was obvious.

“A bit of a tight squeeze for the draken,” Alyssa noted aloud as she slid down from Izsha’s back. Izsha might have been able to fit inside. Ensou definitely couldn’t.

“The draken will wait outside. Find someplace you can lie low while still watching the entrance. If anything comes in behind us…” Brakkt trailed off, frowning.

“I’ll stay as well,” Kasita said, not sounding too happy, but still smiling. “Then I can warn you all if something happens out here.” Just like that, she had deduced the problem and provided a solution. If Irulon had come, she could have sat outside with her books.

But honestly, Alyssa was perfectly happy with Kasita watching their backs. “Thank you,” she said.

“Ufu~”

“Fela, Alyssa, and I will head inside then. Try to avoid large scale destructive spells. We don’t need the mountain coming down on us.”

Alyssa started to glare at him for thinking she would be so foolish, only to stop when she noticed the corners of his lips. He had on a faint smile. “Alright. Enough teasing. Let’s go see what we’re dealing with.”

“Keep an eye open for traps,” he said, voice serious without a hint of that smile. “Night vision would be prudent here.”

“Already on it,” Alyssa said, drawing a pistol and her spell cards.

The dark of the cave wasn’t dark at all under the effects of magic. A quick scan of the area showed nothing dangerous. Nothing immediately, at least. No tripwires or spots that looked like they might have been pressure plates. That probably meant that the monsters weren’t elves.

Brakkt, sword drawn, moved alongside Alyssa. Fela was right behind them, smelling the air as they went.

It was a good thing that she could fit inside. The cave split off into three directions almost immediately. Fela pointed down the centermost entrance, a wider passage that led down a gentle slope. There were faint lights set inside the stone walls. Just little tiny blue lights. It didn’t look like potions or candles. Some kind of bioluminescent fungus? Although there was a slight stagnant smell to the air, the temperature was most welcome.

It was cool. Almost cold. Much like the air of a basement except more… natural.

Alyssa basked in it.

Fela led them past another three forks in the road. The entire time, Alyssa could tell that they were getting closer. In fact, if they had broken through the walls at various points, she was sure that some of the monsters would have been on the other side.

But they didn’t. They kept going until the tunnel opened wide into a large cavern.

Large might have been an understatement. The ceiling was a good two stories overhead. More glowing mossy fungus clung to it, making it look almost like a particularly dazzling night sky. The path from the tunnel led down into a large circular basin. Water filled much of the center, but around it, the walls of rock that made up the cavern sides had doors and even windows in them. Some were set higher up with little ladders to reach them, others were right down at the water level. Brighter blue light shined out of the openings, though there didn’t seem to be any glass in the windows.

There were definitely monsters down there. A variety of kinds. Two had animal ears and paws, much like Fela, though they lacked the flames from the eyes that would have identified them as hellhounds. One, fetching a bucket of water from the lake, looked to be mostly covered in a green chitin. A long blade extended out like scythes from each wrist. One had bright white fur covering a long tail, much like that of a snake. It clicked in Alyssa’s mind just what that last one was. Tzheitza had mentioned a furred snake-human monster that went by the name of bunyip. It glided through the water on its back, swimming in total relaxation.

At least, it had been relaxed. On its back, it was staring upward.

Although Alyssa, Brakkt, and Fela were all only partially out of the tunnel, taking cover to avoid being noticed, it clearly saw them.

And immediately let out a cry of alarm.

            

    
        033.003 War And Peace - Oasis

    
    
    
    
                “Fela? Think you can convince them to calm down?”

The monsters in the pit were clearly panicking. A few, like the two with animal ears, ran to take cover inside some of the carved out houses. A whole lot more had emerged, looking more than ready to fight. Some of them looked fairly scary too, like the ones with scythes attached to their arms. Between Brakkt’s skill and sword and her overpowered Spectral Chains, the scythe that would likely remove their souls as easily as a knife through butter, and her regular old pistol, she wasn’t too worried for her personal safety. Though she did activate a Projectile Reflection, just in case one of them decided to do something from down below.

But she didn’t want to fight them if at all possible.

“I can try,” she whispered. “They might not be too happy to find a monster taking the humans’ side.”

“You’re not taking sides. You’re brokering peace. Saving lives.”

“I doubt they’ll see it like that. My family would have…” She trailed off with a shake of her head.

“We won’t let anything happen to you. If worse comes to worst, we’ll just carefully back out of here and leave.”

Brakkt shook his head. “They won’t let us do that so easily. I believe we just stumbled upon something that humans weren’t supposed to see. If they let us get away, this oasis will have to be abandoned for fear that we will tell someone.”

Alyssa could honestly not believe that it hadn’t already been known about. The volcano was very likely the only real landmark in the entire plains. True, the path was a few miles north and most people probably stuck to the path to avoid getting lost, but this wasn’t a new formation. It might have been like this for hundreds if not thousands of years. There had to be some explorers that made their way here over that time.

Unless monsters had killed them all.

Fela, ahead of Alyssa who was just behind Brakkt, started slowly down the path. It was a fairly narrow walkway that hugged the wall as it wound down to the shoreline of the watery basin. They couldn’t walk side by side. That was just how narrow it was. And that narrowness was likely the only reason they had a chance to talk. It worked the opposite way as well, keeping the monsters from approaching in anything but single file.

Their approach had apparently not been expected. The monsters, who looked like they had been preparing to give chase, started backing away, moving into a semicircle around the pathway. One of the insectoids with scythes for arms jumped. Iridescent wings carried it right up to the wall where it started crawling higher, staring down at the humans and Fela. It didn’t go directly overhead, but Alyssa kept an eye on it just in case it was planning on ambushing them.

The scythe insects were by far the most populous of the monsters. There were six of them, including the one climbing on the rock. Or, rather, six of them had come out to fight. There might have been more hidden away. It was, in all honesty, difficult to tell. The two with animal ears had hidden. Using her soul sight, Alyssa found another five had not joined the defense. Two monsters hadn’t come out of the water. They looked like the bunyip with a single long tail from the waist down, but… rather than a fluffy snake, Alyssa was almost certain that they were fish of some sort. Their tails, what little of them that poked above the water, had fins. Mermaids? The tails were really long though, so maybe some kind of eel? Two were goblins. Alyssa recognized them, at least.

Another two monsters didn’t have any sort of animal analogy to their forms. One looked rather like a human wearing some strange armor and wielding a sword even longer than she was. Her armor, obsidian black and twisted with glowing red almost tattoo-like designs, didn’t fully cover her. Rather, the armor looked like it was growing out of the sword, which was made of the same material, and was slowly enveloping the body of the human. With her holding the sword in her right hand, her left hand and left leg were hardly touched by the armor. Her left foot was completely bare, even.

The other was a strange creature. It looked like two people, a little girl standing behind a tall man with a greying beard who, by all appearances, was human. But the two of them only had one soul and it was centered in the little girl. An illusion? Or some kind of construct?

In front of them all, the bunyip had drawn itself up high on its tail, towering over everyone else. Alyssa wasn’t sure if that meant that she was the leader or if she was just the most dangerous and was trying to make herself into a larger target to protect the others.

None of them, Alyssa noted, had scales. While Irulon had probably been exaggerating about Brakkt’s lack of knowledge, Alyssa was wondering why she had left Oz behind. He would have been able to tell what was most dangerous in the room.

“We come in peace,” Fela said like some kind of stereotypical alien. Even though she had watched some movies at the house, Alyssa didn’t think she had paid that much attention. And they hadn’t watched any of those kinds of movies either, so it was probably just coincidence.

The bunyip drew itself up just a little further. The white fur along its tail bristled with the tensing muscles. Its eyes, black sclera with silver irises, emitted an uncanny light in the darkness of the cavern. “Liar,” her voice rumbled, echoing off the relatively smooth cavern walls. “Already, those two prepare to attack.”

Alyssa winced, unable to fault that statement. Brakkt had his sword in hand while she had her pistol and spell cards out. She considered holstering her pistol, but it was a bit late. Not only that, but disarming while that scythe-arm insect thing was trying to get to an ambush point was just stupid.

Fela turned away from the assembly of monsters, meeting Alyssa’s eyes. She gave a half shrug. “Well, I tried.”

“You call that trying?” Alyssa hissed. “Ugh. Fine. Look—” She took a step forward, only to pause and retreat upon noticing the monsters tense. Especially that sword woman. Alyssa wasn’t sure if that sword was enchanted or not, but it was big enough that it would probably cleave right through all three of them in one swing regardless. “We’re honestly not here to hurt anyone. Our caravan is preparing to set up camp for the night. Noticing a bunch of monsters in the distance, we wanted to make sure you all weren’t going to attack us in our sleep.”

A murmur started up, mostly among the insectile monsters, though one of the goblins looked like it was paying vague attention. Alyssa only caught a few words of it. Caravan. Home. Abandon. The context wasn’t hard to put together. Even the bunyip’s face, though still bristled with fury, took on a note of despair. It was just a subtle movement in her shoulders with a relaxing of the muscles in her face.

“Tell me how you found us,” she said, voice low and demanding. Her slightly luminescent eyes bored into Alyssa.

Pressing her lips together, Alyssa stared back. After a moment of thought, she reached up and pulled off her sunglasses. “I see everything.”

It wasn’t really true, but… true enough. And it seemed to calm down the bunyip. Perhaps she thought it was a unique ability. Or… oh no.

“What are you?” the bunyip asked.

Alyssa slid her sunglasses back in place and just about blurted out that she was, in fact, a human in the process. At this point, it was almost a reflex. She managed to stop herself just in time as a better response occurred to her. “A friend. If you’ll let me.” The bunyip frowned, but Alyssa wasn’t done. “We honestly only came down here because we thought you would chase us if we tried to leave. As long as you aren’t harassing caravans through this area—”

“Of course we’re not. How could we expect to remain hidden if reports of monsters committing regular attacks made it back to the humans?”

“Then we have no quarrel with you. We won’t even tell anyone that you’re here.”

“Like I’ll believe that,” she said, drawing herself up to full height once again.

“Can we cut them now?” the sword woman said. Her facial expression hadn’t changed since Alyssa and the others walked down the path. Her cheeks were rosy with a heavy blush and her mouth was agape in a vapid smile. “That looks like such a nice sword. But I’m so much better.”

Brakkt, at Alyssa’s side, tensed his grip on his sword.

Alyssa considered just chaining them all up. It would give them a moment to talk without worrying about being attacked, but it would probably guarantee that there would never be trust between them. Perhaps that wasn’t truly necessary. After all, it wasn’t like she was planning on coming back anytime soon. But, if they thought word of their little sanctuary was going to get out, they would have to leave. If kicking them out could be avoided, Alyssa would have preferred that option.

But if they were going to attack…

“They’re telling the truth, you know.”

Alyssa snapped her head up to the cavern entrance. Kasita sat on the edge of the path, dangling her legs over. She swung them idly, looking down on the ongoings with a faint smile.

“Weren’t you supposed to be watching the entrance?”

“Ufu~ but it’s boring.”

“More humans,” the bunyip said, sounding defeated despite the apparent advantage of numbers.

“Not quite.” Standing, Kasita’s form shifted and changed. It went through several rapid variations. From her more sultry Waterhole form to one inspired by Fela, a long-eared elf, a large beach ball that rolled down the path a short ways. The ball shifted seamlessly back into Kasita’s usual form. She didn’t even stumble coming out of that roll. “I am a mimic, as you can see. That one there is obviously a hellhound. There are three draken sitting at the entrance to this cave as well. They’re a bit too large to fit inside, but I guarantee that if you harm these humans, we’ll all take exception. Even if we didn’t, that one right there—” Kasita pointed right toward Alyssa as she continued to move down the path. “—possesses magic capable of destroying this entire mountain in a single spell. I’ve witnessed it with my own eyes, as has Fela. Perhaps you’ve noticed the crater in the moon? That was her as well.”

“I was trying to get through this without threatening them,” Alyssa whispered as Kasita came up close.

“Some monsters need a show of force in order to be cowed. Just think of how you met Fela.”

“I didn’t threaten her.”

“No, but you turned her enemy into a fine red mist just by pointing in her direction without even saying a word.”

“Eheheh…” Exquisitely sinister chuckling echoed off the smooth walls and water. The sword wielding woman took a step forward. “One more doesn’t matter. I’ll cut and cut and—”

“Wait.” The man with the little girl hiding behind his back took a step closer, holding a hand in front of the sword woman.

“Oh? Ufu~ Hello cousin.”

“Cousin?” Alyssa snapped her head to Kasita. “You know—”

“No. Cousin as in we are both illusory monsters. You are a doppelganger, are you not? I am Kasita.”

The man standing in front of the little girl melted. He didn’t show off fear or worry in his face. Rather, his face completely froze as his entire body disintegrated into a dark oil. In seconds, his entire body was nothing more than a puddle around the feet of the little girl. A puddle that warped up her legs, drawn into her skin as it turned to a dark onyx color.

She walked forward, moving closer to the intruding group. As she walked, Alyssa noted something interesting.

Alyssa had thought that the bunyip was the leader. Propped up on her tail, she was the largest monster in the room. She had taken charge of the conversation, and had been the only one to really speak aside from the sword woman. The insect creatures had murmured a bit, but that wasn’t really conversing. Not with Alyssa and company, at least. But with the doppelganger moving forward, the bunyip lowered herself. She didn’t prostrate herself as if the doppelganger was some kind of royalty. She just lowered herself to a more normal height.

Even that much was an obvious sign of deference.

“Volta,” one of the insects said, reaching a hand out as if to stop the doppelganger from getting closer. But she ignored it entirely.

She stepped right up to Kasita. Unfortunately for the doppelganger, she only came up to Kasita’s chest, so she was stuck craning her neck just to meet Kasita’s face.

Perhaps as a show of good faith, Kasita shrank down. She maintained her form as Alyssa’s sister, but that sister became a very little sister, perfectly equal in height with the diminutive doppelganger. “You’re the leader here?” Kasita said.

“I’ve been here longest. And I’ve kept humans from discovering us on multiple occasions.”

“I understand. I have been in a similar position in the past. Though we didn’t have such a nice sanctuary like this,” Kasita said, eying the chamber. “We were slaves. The less said, the better.”

“We don’t want to have to leave.”

“You shouldn’t need to. This one—” Kasita motioned as if she was going to put a hand on Alyssa’s shoulder, only to pause as she realized that she couldn’t quite reach in her current form. Instead, she grabbed hold of Alyssa’s hand. “Alyssa killed the slavers and rescued all the monsters. She even helped the rest of them escape the humans’ largest city. I stuck around, curious as to her motivations and drive. She’s a lot more normal than I first thought, but fantastical in other ways. But I can attest that she won’t want to disrupt your lives here… And if you try to fight, you will lose. Her magic is on par with that of a dragon.”

“Alyssa?” the doppelganger said, turning to the girl in question. Her eyes had no color to them. Not even the slightest bit. They weren’t black holes in her head—not like the gaunt—there was clearly some fleshy orb in her eye sockets, but they were closer to black marbles than to normal eyes. “You are the Alyssa?”

Feeling a sinking sensation in the pit of her stomach, Alyssa could only glance askance to Kasita.

“You’ve heard of her?”

“From a few sources. Our sanctuary housed a small group of monsters a month or two ago. An elf in that group mentioned the name.”

“Oh? You met the group I was talking about then. A salamander and a honey bee were with the elf, were they?”

“They stayed for some time,” Volta said with a nod of her head. “I believe here was the first rest that they had taken in quite some time. All seemed weary and wary.”

“They aren’t still here, are they?” Kasita said, a bit of hope tinging her voice.

“The salamander and bee left for the Great Forest after only a few days. The elf stayed around for a few weeks more, but eventually left on her own for the mountains of her people.”

“On her own?” At the doppelganger’s nod, Kasita bit her lip. “I hope she’s alright. It’s quite a distance.”

“She claimed to be an expert in druidic magic. I wouldn’t worry so long as that is true.”

Kasita nodded and even smiled a little. “Well, I’m glad to know that they at least made it this far. In any case, that should hopefully convince you that there is no need to fight. These humans are friends, not enemies.”

Volta sighed, turning from Kasita to look over the other three intruders. “It’s a precarious situation you’ve all put me in.”

“How about this as an apology,” Alyssa said. “We will be traveling back through this area in… a few weeks time?” She had to toss a questioning glance toward Brakkt. It had been a week and a half, but she wasn’t exactly certain how far away they were, whether they had been making good time or not, or even how long they would be at Illuna and then, after, Owlcroft.

In fact, if Tenebrael’s plan worked, she should be able to make portals after distracting the Astral Authority. So getting back to Lyria might not even require them to go this way. But… then again, making a portal so close to Owlcroft was probably not a good idea. For security purposes if nothing else. A bit of travel might be necessary.

Shaking her head, Alyssa focused on Volta. “We don’t have much to spare at the moment, but we will be heading to Illuna. Are there supplies we might be able to acquire there that you would be interested in?”

“You’re heading to Illuna?”

“We’re escorting some girl, which is why we thought it would be prudent to ensure that the large group of monsters on the horizon weren’t going to attack. Or rather, we’re traveling with the people who are escorting her. Our business actually lies in Owlcroft.”

“Owlcroft?”

“You know it?”

“I would warn you away from it if you hadn’t already demonstrated reckless abandon by charging into a den of monsters that you knew was occupied.”

Alyssa fought a frown off her face. “We can handle ourselves.”

“You won’t be able to sit and chat with the creatures around Owlcroft as you are doing here. Not even a mimic will save you from that. All are maddened by the influence of the demons. They have been unusually active as of late.”

Brakkt stirred, moving forward only to freeze as a few of the other monsters started. Carefully, with slow movements, he sheathed his sword. He held out his hands, both now emptied, showing them off to the monsters before letting them drop to his sides. “Active in what ways? Plague incidents?”

“Among other things. More and more demons have been climbing out of the pit. They wander mostly aimlessly, spreading out in all directions. But when a few come across the human city, more and more will take note. It won’t be long before they are overrun.”

“How long? Are we talking days? Weeks? Longer?”

“In the order of weeks. Perhaps even months so long as the activity doesn’t increase further. It is attrition that will overrun them, not a sudden force.”

The tension in Brakkt’s shoulders lessened slightly as he nodded. “How long has this been going on?”

“Roughly a month.”

“Hm.”

“We’ll be there soon,” Alyssa said. “And they’ll have a new enemy to fight.”

“I suppose we would be remiss to stop enemies of the demons,” Volta said, shaking her oily hair back and forth. “Next time, perhaps send in Kasita first to let them explain the situation before getting everyone up in arms.”

“Sorry.”

“Be on your way,” the doppelganger said with a shooing motion of her hands.

“You didn’t want supplies?”

“If you survive Owlcroft, I’ll let you know what you can bring back.”

“But…” Alyssa trailed off as Volta walked back to the monsters.

The bunyip was first to rush forward, putting her hands on Volta’s shoulders as if to check for damage. The insects quickly gathered up around her as well.

“Let’s get out of here,” Alyssa said, noting the sword woman still staring directly at Brakkt. “We’ve disturbed them enough. And we got information out of it.”

“Why would Illuna not have sent word back to Lyria?” Brakkt hummed as they started walking up the path.

“Pride? Perhaps they thought it would be a temporary thing. Or maybe they don’t realize that they’re losing a war of attrition. Assuming Volta is correct, of course. I don’t have much experience in warfare, but I can picture it being a slow and subtle thing. Losing a few soldiers here and there would quickly spiral out of control as losses keep piling up.”

“We should get to Illuna quickly. See if we can’t convince the guild to pick up the pace.”

“We’re almost there. They should be fine alone for the last leg of the journey.”

“I would rather not. Just in case. Having Raugis harmed while I was anywhere near her proximity will reflect… poorly.”

“Then we’ll see about getting a few more miles a day out of their horses.” The harsh sunlight slammed into Alyssa as she exited the cool cavern. “Maybe we could even travel through the night,” she said with a wistful sigh as the heat set in.

            

    
        033.004 War And Peace - Illuna

    
    
    
    
                The city of Illuna was, indeed, a city. It wasn’t as large as Lyria, but Lyria was known as the Grand City for a reason. It was still the largest man-made settlement Alyssa had seen since coming to this world that wasn’t Lyria.

It seemed to have taken a lot of cues from Lyria’s layout as well. A wall surrounded the majority of the city, though it did have a significant number of buildings outside, sprawling the city beyond its borders. A few towers were stationed around the wall as well, though none of them reached even a quarter of Lyria’s tower’s height. There wasn’t a central palace either. At least not one that jutted up very high above the rest of the buildings. House Illuna, the rulers of the city and surrounding lands, lived in a fairly large manor with rooms by the dozen, right in the middle of the town. The construction was fairly lavish with real wooden floors. Not as smooth as what someone would find in a modern home, but quite nice considering that most peasants just had dirt floors. The roof might have even been tin.

The yard, quite expansive in its own right, was filled with turkeys and geese. Alyssa couldn’t understand why. The noise they made as Alyssa left the building was worse than firing pistols in small secret passages inside Irulon’s laboratory. It was constant and obnoxious.

As Alyssa walked through the streets with Fela, Irulon, and Kasita, she couldn’t help but notice just how different the humans were as well. There was a completely distinct culture here. Especially regarding how they treated monsters. Rather than something to be feared, people viewed Fela and the draken as curiosities. Something to be gawked at as they walked past. There were still glares, but there were a whole lot more people looking like the circus had come to town than there were people looking ready to form into a lynch mob.

“The day you arrived in Lyria, the city was attacked by that monster army. That is still in recent memory and contributes a lot to the current climate toward monsters,” Irulon explained. “Besides that incident, the shadow assassins and gaunt attacked the palace. It was less publicized, but plenty died. And there have been other such happenings in the past, well before you even existed in this world, including the war with the elves. Illuna, on the other hand, is located such that many other cities will shelter it from typical monster attacks. Most of its citizens probably haven’t even seen a monster, let alone one that tried to kill them.”

“They don’t have slaves here?”

“Not to my knowledge. Which might be simply because they haven’t had the opportunity to enslave any. Most of those in Lyria came from various wars or conflicts. Very few monsters are actually captured from the wild for enslavement purposes.”

“Surely travelers bring monsters along. This city trades with Lyria.”

“Indeed. Any monsters they bring are likely treated as Fela is right now.”

“Well, the curiosity is probably better than fear and anger.”

Fela, shrugging, said, “Doesn’t bother me one way or another. As long as they leave me alone.”

She had barely taken two steps before two children rushed out into the street. A little boy, apparently being chased around by a little girl and not watching where he was headed, slammed right into Fela’s legs. Like he had slammed into a brick wall, he fell backward, even managing to bounce across the dirt a bit.

There weren’t many people watching, but the collective gasp was almost comical in how synchronized it was. Alyssa actually started looking around, wondering if someone had planned the stunt. The timing was just too perfect. She completely ignored Fela reaching down, grasping the boy under his arms with both of her large paws, hefting him up as if he weighed no more than a small rock, and setting him down on his feet. There just wasn’t a point to keeping an eye on the situation. It wasn’t like Fela was going to murder a kid for bumping into her even if she had just asked to be left alone.

The little girl, who had been watching the exchange with wide eyes, suddenly dashed forward.

She slammed into Fela’s legs, fell down, and promptly started giggling. “Me too!” she said, lifting her arms in the air.

Fela, making a slight grunting noise, shot a glance at Alyssa.

Alyssa could only shake her head as Fela hefted up the little giggling girl.

While being lifted, the girl clamped her arms around Fela’s arm and nuzzled her face into the fur. “You’re so soft!” she said with a squeaking cheer.

The little boy grabbed hold of Fela’s free arm, just about making her drop the girl, and proceeded to mimic her nuzzling.

Fela, eyes wide and obviously on the verge of panic, turned to Alyssa for help.

Alyssa just shook her head again.

“Get off,” Fela mumbled, lightly shaking her arms in a vain attempt to dislodge the children. “Go away. I’m a scary monster.”

They just laughed and giggled, holding on even tighter.

“There,” Kasita whispered into Alyssa’s ear.

Following the mimic’s gaze, Alyssa found a younger man approaching. One with a smooth face and cropped short hair. He wore an emblemed tunic of quite high quality make. The emblem, a simple grey sphere with a fleur de lis, matched that of House Illuna. Three people accompanied him. A teenage girl clutching his hand, a heavily cloaked figure whose face couldn’t even be seen behind a cloth mask, and an older gentleman who also wore the emblem, walking with a cane.

Irulon stepped forward, smiling with a mask that Alyssa only rarely saw when she had to interact with others at the Observatorium. “Ah. Good morning, Martin. I haven’t seen you in years. You look well.”

“Is that you, Princess Irulon?” the older man said, stepping in front of the other two. “I haven’t seen you since you were as big as my grandchildren over there.” He nudged his cane toward where Fela was still trying to get rid of two miniature humans without harming them. “I’m surprised you recognize me. What brings you to Illuna?”

“Business at Owlcroft, I’m afraid.”

His countenance darkened immediately. “Yes. I just finished penning a missive to your father and sent it out by courier. Out at the gate, I found my court arcanist returning from a journey. With him, I thought to send a faster albeit shorter Message relaying the trouble we’ve been having.” He said with a slight nod toward the blond man at his side. “He was out of the city for a few weeks and only just arrived. I went out to meet him, but… I must have missed you arriving.”

“We’ve been here for about six hours now. My team,” she said, waving back to Fela, Alyssa, and Kasita, “joined up with a group of Knights Solaris who had a quest to escort your granddaughter back here. She’s waiting at your manor along with the leader of the group.”

“Wonderful,” he said, a gentle smile crossing his face. “Sorry that I could not greet you at the manor. But it is good that there is some positive news. How is Raugis?”

“A bit fatigued from the journey, but I believe she enjoyed it overall.”

“Splendid, just splendid. We’ll have to throw a feast—”

“Ah. Apologies, Martin. Our schedule has us setting off before nightfall. My brother and one of his trusted captains are currently resupplying. As soon as they’re done, we’re out. However, our journey back to Lyria should be on a far more relaxed timescale. I’m sure we can set aside a few nights to mingle.”

“A shame. But I suppose a few days of preparation will allow for a banquet befitting a princess. Do send me a Message before you arrive.”

“Of course!” Irulon said, voice too chipper. “But I really must be going now. Our schedule is quite tight.”

Nodding, Martin looked to Fela and the two children. “Horace, Sabine. Leave that poor creature alone. You’re clearly traumatizing it. And you,” he turned to the blond man at his side. “Don’t encourage them.”

“Couldn’t resist,” he said with a hearty chuckle. “Overhearing what she said, I thought it would be amusing. Seeing a monster act like this… It gives me some hope.”

The two children, after a second admonishment from their grandfather, finally peeled themselves free from Fela’s arms. They ran right up to the blond man and started talking a mile a minute, speaking over each other. Despite them being all but unintelligible, he nodded seriously to them both, as if he could actually understand. The girl at his side just… stared.

Freed, Fela quickly moved right up to Alyssa and Kasita, sandwiching herself between them as if either one of them had the bulk necessary to shield her from potentially being grabbed once again.

With a few words of parting from Irulon, and a good deal of urging from Fela, they got on their way once again. As soon as they turned down the street that led toward the local guild branch, both Kasita and Irulon spoke at once.

“Interesting,” Irulon said.

“Ufufu~”

“What?” Alyssa said, glancing back at the two of them with an eyebrow raised.

“The company that Martin keeps is very interesting. And might explain his son’s actions back in Lyria as well as the urgency of getting Raugis out of the city.”

“Ah,” Alyssa nodded. “I do remember Oz saying something when he was telling me about the job. Illuna’s… leader?”

“Serling. Martin’s son and current head of Illuna. Martin still manages some things around here, especially while Serling is away, but he is much too old to travel long distances these days.”

“Oz said that Serling not only supported the Pharaoh’s decisions, but liked having Fela around. Though it is still somewhat surprising that his court wizard would send children to hug her.”

“It’s not just that. It’s…” Irulon paused, turning to face the street behind them.

At least ten children of varying ages were following behind them. They had been talking softly among themselves, but fell silent the moment Alyssa and the others turned to them. One child, the oldest-looking of the bunch, wound up nudged forward by a few of the others. He opened his mouth, looking right at Fela.

Without a word, Fela started sprinting up the street.

“Oh dear,” Irulon said as the children charged right past them, chasing after Fela. “Be at the guild in an hour unless you want to be left behind,” she called out after the fleeing hellhound.

“Is that really alright? Shouldn’t we stop them?” Despite her words, Alyssa made no motion to run after the children or the hellhound. For one, hellhounds were fast when they wanted to be. She would have to burn some magic to catch up. Secondly… nothing bad would happen. Probably. Even the guards of this city didn’t seem all that perturbed by the presence of monsters.

It made Alyssa wonder why that sanctuary of monsters had to be kept so secret. If the people here weren’t quite as hostile toward monsters, they might be able to walk around among everyone else without fear. Then again, it wasn’t only Illuna that the monsters had to worry about. Brigands, glory seekers, monster hunters, and even the city of Lyria might all become their enemies if their presence became known. They wouldn’t be able to house fleeing slaves like Rizk, Pho, and Enrique.

Unless they got official support, it was probably for the best that they remain hidden. And even if they were invited to the city for feasts or simple trade, keeping their sanctuary a secret would still be a good idea.

Kasita, hands clutched over her stomach, chuckled to herself. “She’ll be fine. She’s having fun.”

“Is that what you call it?” With a shake of her head, Alyssa continued walking with the others. Notably, they walked down a street in a completely different direction than the way Fela had gone. She was probably going to lead the children away, get out of sight, and double back toward the guild building.

Hopefully, anyway.

The Knights Solaris, Illuna branch, was a tavern and inn much like the one in Lyria. A bit smaller. It didn’t have quite so many tables set out for adventurers or guests. There weren’t quite so many adventurers and guests around, for one. But, even though there were fewer people inside, the smaller size made it seem just as occupied as its sister location.

Behind the main counter, there was a board filled with a variety of requests and the expected reward. Lumen was up at the desk, perusing. Probably checking to see if there were any easy tasks for quick money while they were out here in Illuna. Or perhaps looking to see if anyone wanted an escort to Lyria. Sticking around for a caravan headed back might actually be in their best interests. Otherwise, they’d spend two weeks traveling without any pay at all.

Alyssa was glad that she didn’t have to worry over such things. Tzheitza provided shelter and enough cash on the side for her to live comfortably. Her dealings with the royal family helped as well. Alyssa was mostly sure that she could ask Irulon for any supplies and she would get them. Assuming her requests weren’t too outlandish.

Trying to get a peek into the Pharaoh’s time magic books was, apparently, an outlandish request.

After grabbing a meal for herself and Irulon at the counter, they moved off to the table that Lisa and Catal sat at. Catal didn’t talk much normally, but he seemed to be in the middle of a political discussion with Alyssa’s mother. Politics of the great houses.

Alyssa listened in as she ate. It wasn’t a particularly interesting discussion. Her mother had simply asked what gave the nobles their statuses. Population was one of the biggest requirements. The houses were required to send a certain number of soldiers to join with the Lyria city guard, at which point Lyria and the nobles there would distribute them to wherever they were needed. Oftentimes, that was to Pandora or various outposts along the main roads. Despite being called the city guard, they were more national peacekeepers.

Great houses tended to be even larger, usually with a primary city and several villages and towns that they were essentially in charge of protecting. They had more control over their own land and were expected to keep it clear of monsters and other hazards. Lyria’s city guard only tended to intervene in dire circumstances.

But even essentially being a state on their own didn’t necessarily make a house great.

What made a house great was something else they provided in addition to personnel. House Bwickly, for instance, was essentially a city of lumberjacks. They exported a unique and slightly magical supply of wood to Lyria and all the other main cities. Another city sat right on a quarry. Most of the stone that made up Lyria’s palace came from them. Illuna had, at some point in the distant past, been responsible for ferreting out and putting a stop to an assassination attempt on a previous Pharaoh. So not all of what a great house had to provide needed to be physical goods.

Though Alyssa had to question the wisdom of granting a bunch of power to someone and having that power stand for generations. It seemed much more prudent to give them a more transient reward that benefited people at the time who actually performed the service. Then again, Illuna didn’t seem like a terrible place. Perhaps being granted the status had helped them build up to what they were today.

Someone in the room letting out a fearful shout interrupted Catal’s explanation. A beat of silence passed before half the room scrambled to their feet, drawing their weapons.

Alyssa jumped up as well, drawing her spell cards without quite realizing what was happening.

It didn’t take her long to notice the hellhound standing in the doorway. Not just any hellhound, but a miserable-looking hellhound who dripped water across the floor as she stomped over to the table, ignoring the sharp blades pointed in her direction.

Not wanting anyone to accidentally attack, Alyssa ran up to Fela, shooting a glare at the nearest adventurer with a sword out on the way. Her presence seemed to calm down the room. Somewhat. A few people, perhaps those who had been inside earlier when they stopped by on the way to the manor, sheathed their swords and returned to their seats. They didn’t stop staring, but that couldn’t be helped. A few others were clearly more agitated, remaining standing and armed.

Alyssa ignored them, focusing on Fela. “What happened to you?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” she grumbled. Folding her arms across her chest, she dropped down onto a bench and just glared at the tabletop.

“You’re soaking wet.” Her ears were completely drooped to the sides of her head. Her tail was like a water fountain. Even the flames coming from her eyes looked a little soggy.

“I said I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Was it the children?”

Fela let out a low, guttural growl. “Did your noisy guns hurt your ears?”

“Children?” Catal said, raising an eyebrow.

Alyssa had to fight off the smile on her face. “Fela wound up chased—”

Fela stood again, knocking into the bench with the backs of her knees. The jolt just about sent Alyssa to the ground. “Is it time to go yet?” she growled in that same irritated tone of voice, this time even baring her sharp teeth.

“Should be soon,” Irulon said, undisturbed despite sitting on the same bench. “In fact, if you want to go check on Brakkt, I believe he should be at the stables.”

With a curl of her lip, Fela turned and stalked back the way she had come.

“I think I made her a little mad,” Alyssa whispered to the table, eliciting a light chuckle from Catal. “I better apologize later. Though I do want to know what happ—”

A clatter from the other end of the room had Alyssa turning to find Fela face down against the floor. Groaning, she slowly put her paws under her in order to get back up.

Alyssa was on her feet in an instant, eyes searching for what had happened. She quickly zeroed in on a group of four at the table nearest to Fela’s fallen form, sneering and brandishing weapons. More besides them were watching as well. Some wary. Others looked almost eager. Plenty had their swords out and at the ready, obviously expecting a fight.

Two dozen Spectral Chains lashed out in an instant.

Chains bound every person in the room before they could so much as blink.

Twisting her wrist, most of them lost their balance. The ones that didn’t tried resisting. With their arms pinned to their sides, the most they could manage was a backwards motion to try to pull her off balance.

Alyssa didn’t budge.

Her vision split into facets as the glass of her sunglasses cracked and melted. Molten glass ran down the sides, dripping to the floor.

Ugh, she thought with an annoyed click of her tongue. That was my only other pair.

“Fela. Are you alright?”

The hellhound finished pushing herself up to her feet. She turned slowly, taking in the entire room as she moved. Slowly, her tail started swiping back and forth. Still wet, it sent out sprays of water over everyone nearby.

“She tripped,” Irulon said, stepping up beside Alyssa. “Or rather, she was tripped.” Continuing forward, Irulon gracefully ducked underneath one of the chains and stopped just in front of one of the men closest to Fela. One who had fallen with the flick of Alyssa’s wrist. “Were you trying to instigate something? Perhaps bait the monster into attacking you? Had she actually risen to that bait, you would have put everyone here in danger. So either you have a callous disregard for the lives of your comrades, or you are a fool. Either way, it isn’t only the monster you have to worry about.”

Standing upright, Irulon turned back to Alyssa. “So what shall we do with him? Truss him up outside as a warning? I have several Rigor Mortis spells, if you want.”

“Alyssa,” Lisa said, warning in her tone. “You need to calm down.”

“I’m perfectly calm,” she said softly. Lifting up the hand without twenty chains attached to it, Alyssa removed her sunglasses. Glancing at them, she tossed them off to the side. “I just wanted to make sure the situation couldn’t get any worse before I knew what was happening.” Louder, to Irulon, she shook her head. “That’s all a bit disproportionate. Unless Fela wants…”

Fela was just sitting on the floor, wagging her tail back and forth as she stared at Alyssa.

Smiling, Alyssa just shook her head. The smile didn’t last long, however. “We should leave,” she said, staring at the sunglasses on the table. “I think I did something unintentionally. I doubt it was anything large, but moving on would be safer if they noticed.”

            

    
        033.005 War And Peace - Entropic Decay

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa charged through fields of wheat on Izsha’s back, fleeing from Illuna as fast as she could. The golden light of a single Kindness was still visible over her shoulder. It didn’t look like it was following her, but Alyssa wasn’t taking any chances. If it spotted her, she had a feeling that hundreds of the Astral Authority wouldn’t be far behind.

The others were still in the city. Partially to warn off people from attacking the Kindness. Partially because Brakkt hadn’t quite finished resupplying. Izsha’s bags weren’t completely full either, but there wasn’t much anyone could do about that. There was enough food for a few days. It would have to last.

Alyssa had to get out of the city before that thing found her.

Owlcroft was a full week out from Illuna. If Izsha could sprint the entire way, they might possibly be able to arrive in twenty-four hours, but Alyssa doubted that a draken could move at full speed for that long. They had already been planning on picking up the pace over what they had averaged on the way from Lyria to Illuna, so even twenty-four hours might have been optimistic.

Pulling out her spell cards, Alyssa stared down at the one Accelero spell she had managed to create. Having never tried it before, she didn’t know the exact mechanics of the spell. Given that it was a highly ranked spell, casting it might have unknown side effects. Like the difference between Lumen using an Annihilator and Alyssa doing the same. Could it get them to Owlcroft faster? Very possibly.

“What do you think? Should we even worry about getting there faster?” Unless that Kindness spotted her, it probably wasn’t necessary. Simply heading out a ways and waiting for the others would suffice. Then they could continue as normal.

Izsha, of course, did not respond. Alyssa still hadn’t found a good way to communicate with the draken that didn’t involve calling on Tenebrael’s power. After this trip. After distracting the Astral Authority with the demons of Owlcroft. After getting far enough away that they weren’t likely to turn and descend on her, she would try again. Until such a time, she had to get her advice from other sources.

Kasita, leaning forward so that her voice would be heard over the air rushing past, said, “The faster we get there, the less we’ll have to possibly deal with things like that. I don’t like it. It feels like your staff or angels or… like it shouldn’t be there, but it obviously is.”

“I think you’ve mentioned that before.”

“It’s here a lot faster this time too. It took two weeks for one to show up at Teneville. Then you killed one and nothing happened immediately, but something might have happened after a while if you hadn’t called all of them to that giant circle above the city. Even after it had disappeared, you wound up chased all around the city after using only a little bit of Tenebrael’s power. Now this one shows up twenty minutes after you do nothing particularly special? They are learning what they need to be looking for. And if they learn too much…”

“They might come after me without me even doing anything.”

“Right.”

Alyssa bit her lip. Purposefully, not because Izsha was bounding up and down as it sprinted. She had inadvertently given the Astral Authority a bead on her location. All it would take was one more accidental slip up to have them all crashing down on her.

She still wasn’t sure what she had done. Her sunglasses had melted off her face, which had happened to a different pair of sunglasses back in Lyria after making a request to Tenebrael. But this time, she hadn’t made any requests at all. All she had done was cast about half of her collection of Spectral Chains at once. That shouldn’t have had anything to do with Tenebrael. Or rather, the cards did act as prepared requests, but they weren’t the same as Alyssa’s requests at all.

Had it just been her anger at the guild? Or her fear over Fela?

Would it happen again?

Alyssa couldn’t discount the possibility. Which meant that it was probably very necessary to get to Owlcroft faster, thus removing the problem with it happening again.

“I don’t suppose you know whether or not Accelero can affect all of us at once?” When the Pharaoh had used it, the spell had affected only him. And spells tended to only do one thing. Even when Alyssa used high rank spells, it really only did a more powerful version of the same thing that everyone else got.

“You’re mistaking me for Irulon.”

“Yeah…” Looking through her deck of cards, she tried to find other things that might help them move faster. Reducing their weight might work for Izsha’s endurance. If she had more of those short-range teleport spells, she could chain them together to rapidly blink forward. As it was, ten wouldn’t get her very far. And, like when she had used them in Lyria, they were far more valuable for dodging sudden attacks than traveling.

Too many of her spells were designed for combat. She hadn’t even used a fireball spell in forever, yet she had twenty of them. Why bother wasting the time to draw them out when she could have been looking up speed enhancement abilities. It wasn’t like being able to move quickly had no usage in combat.

Alyssa had to wonder whether or not Irulon had any spells that would help. Fractal magic did nothing straightforward, so she doubted that there would be something as simple as ‘move quicker’ in her tome, but who knew what kind of strange esoteric effects there could be. She had pictures of quite a bit of Irulon’s tome in her phone, but drawing out Fractal spells took an entire afternoon for just a single card. As such, she had only the most necessary spells available.

Like Empty Mirror. Which could help with the problem of the moment, at least so long as the Astral Authority didn’t adapt to its use.

“Let’s just find a good spot to hide out. Between Fela and the other draken, the others shouldn’t have any problem finding us.”

Izsha immediately angled herself off toward a large grove of trees in the distance. Illuna, despite having the deserty Plains of the Dead so close, was surprisingly lush. In fact, it was almost too alive. A river ran right past the city, but a small portion of it leaked out into a fairly wet marshlands. There were insects around, among other things. Alyssa hadn’t seen any alligators yet, but she had seen half destroyed animal bones that looked like they might have been eaten by a larger predator.

Barring magical shenanigans, she was pretty sure that Izsha was the largest predator in this ecosystem. Alyssa didn’t know what kind of monsters lived in a more marshy and wet climate, but it shouldn’t matter anyway. Illuna, despite apparently being more open to monsters than a place like Lyria, was still expected to keep monsters clear of their lands. Still, when she got back to Lyria, she decided to pester Oz into letting her peruse the guild’s bestiary.

Illuna proper was positioned on a high hill for the most part, keeping it well outside the watery land around it. Someone had tried to create roads through the land, but the water level at the moment must have been higher than average. Now that Izsha had moved beyond the fields of wheat, she could easily see that Illuna’s department of transportation needed some additional work. The vast majority of the road was underwater. The parts that weren’t were overgrown with greenery. Which might have been more a product of neglect than of a high water table.

Now that she was thinking about it, neglect was probably the actual answer. As far as she knew, the only place this particular path led to was Owlcroft. Anywhere that had once been connected to Owlcroft likely had been rerouted to keep travelers as far away as possible. Long looping roads that went northwest or southwest might be annoying, but at least there was a smaller chance of running into demons.

It took almost an hour, even at speed, to reach the forest. Part of that was the marsh. Izsha couldn’t plow through it as easily as hard land. That meant that the others would be a long while as well.

Hopping off Izsha’s back onto some soggy but mostly solid earth, Alyssa pulled out her binoculars. The golden light from the Kindness wasn’t visible anymore. She wasn’t sure if that meant it had left or if it had simply dipped out of view. Just to be sure, she scanned the skies as far as she could see in all directions, both with her binoculars and with the naked eye. There was nothing to indicate that the Astral Authority was after her.

That let her relax ever so slightly.

Now she just had to stay calm and try to figure out what had happened.

Though poor Izsha was soaked up to its belly. If Alyssa’s feet had been dangling just a few inches more, she would have been skimming the water in some places. As it was, the bottoms of her pants and boots looked like they had when she was a kid and had to walk to school on a rainy day.

Shuffling through her deck of cards, she pulled out a simple Draw Water spell. It wasn’t very highly ranked, so there wasn’t much chance of hazardous side effects. And she had used it before. Learning potion making from Tzheitza had involved the use of several low ranked utility spells like Draw Water. Applying it to her pants and boots wasn’t quite the same as using it on a bucket to extract water, but it did still work.

A globule of water floated in the air for a moment, growing larger as more water siphoned off to feed it. As soon as the spell had run its course, it dropped to the ground and splashed a little. Not enough to soak her again. Without water, her pants were stiff and crusty from whatever other dirt and grime was left clinging to her.

Hopefully no brain eating amoebas.

“You too?” she asked, looking to Izsha. “I think the brush is in Brakkt’s pack, so you’ll be left with whatever this grime is.”

Despite the warning, Izsha still nodded. A nod was a bit of a strange gesture coming from a dinosaur, but it was understandable. Holding out the cards, Alyssa carefully drew in only the surface water. Draw Water could be used on things like worms to dry them out quickly. Alyssa had never done so on something larger, but she really didn’t want to dehydrate Izsha if at all possible. It wasn’t very efficient on a living creature, so she should be able to stop in time if she noticed something strange.

Being a larger creature, Alyssa expected more water to cling to Izsha. But the glob of water was actually about the same size in the end. Scales didn’t soak, apparently. Most water just ran off them.

“Alyssa,” Kasita said, voice a hushed whisper. “I don’t mean to alarm you, but you might want to turn around.”

The warning sent a chill down Alyssa’s spine. Her hand snapped to her pistol as she pivoted.

A porcelain mask stared at her from only a few feet away. Bursting pustules of eyeballs stared as well. Hundreds of them. Each looking over her for only a moment before exploding into nothingness.

Alyssa squeezed off three bullets into the Kindness. They weren’t enhanced with Tenebrael’s power, but they still tore straight through the creature, popping eyeballs as they went. It writhed back in clear and obvious pain, but it didn’t die instantly.

A fourth shot cracked the porcelain mask, splitting it in two. The smaller chunk fell to the ground, sinking into the damp earth. The larger portion remained attached to the Kindness. But it was enough. The Kindness reeled back, taking to the skies.

With some space between it and her, Alyssa felt far more comfortable actually speaking.

“Tenebrael. Destroy this foul creature before it can call for aid, use the weapons I wield to deliver an end to our enemies. And… can we please not call down a thousand more because of this?” Alyssa pulled the trigger. The hammer drew back and slammed down on the cartridge. A beam of black-white light burst from the end of the barrel. It lanced straight through the Kindness, obliterating dozens of eyeballs as it continued into the sky.

The golden light dimmed as the Kindness dropped in a wide spiral. The wings beat a few times more in an attempt to keep it aloft. But, after a moment of fruitless attempts, it gave up. The kindness dropped like a stone into the swampy marsh.

Alyssa immediately grabbed hold of Kasita’s hand and dragged her onto Izsha. Without even needing a word from its rider, Izsha took off in a sprint. With them heading through firmer land, the run was much easier on Izsha. Their speed was much faster as well.

“Sorry,” Alyssa said, eying the skies for any sign of more of the Astral Authority. “No rest yet.” Their portals were visually loud with their glowing borders, so she wasn’t too worried about one opening up right in front of her. She was far more concerned that beings from the skies would drop down on her. Or that some long range bombardment would happen.

Iosefael didn’t know how the Astral Authority communicated with one another. Neither did she know how they detected Tenebrael’s magic. She suspected that it had something to do with Charities. The logistics and portal summoners, but wasn’t positive. But they couldn’t be any more omniscient than angels were, so getting away from the position of cast spells had to work.

Izsha made it another ten steps before a square portal opened high in the air. The snake-like form of a Diligence didn’t even fully emerge before the porcelain mask split in two. A golden orb of light welled up from the recesses of its throat.

Shorten Distance moved Izsha to the side just in time. The orb carved a small trench into the ground, blasting apart trees as it dug into the spot where Izsha would have been.

“Tenebrael! Did you not hear what I fucking said!” Alyssa shouted as Izsha jumped aside.

Another portal opened. The speared rod of a Patience was the first thing through. It would have bisected them all had it not been for Izsha’s quick reaction time.

The sudden movement almost made Alyssa bite off her tongue. Far more carefully, she shouted over her shoulder. “Kasita, send a message to Irulon. Let her know that I am going to try something risky.”

“What exactly do you mean by risky?”

“My companions.” Alyssa felt it. Her fingers tingled with the glory of an angel. She hadn’t even made the request yet, but she already felt like it was going to work. “Have faith. For Tenebrael will not abandon us. She gave us a mission. We are close. We will accomplish it. We simply need a little more time. And time is something that Tenebrael can provide.”

Black light tinged with white edges erupted from Alyssa’s fingertips. It spread outward, forming into a wide circle beneath them, following them even as Izsha tore through the forest. The design that filled in the interior looked familiar. Alyssa had only seen it once, but she doubted that she would forget it soon. The lines and geometry of the Enochian formed into vague depictions of gears, cogs, and springs, looking like the interior of a pocket watch.

“Halting entropic progression.”

A high pitched chime echoed over the land as the circle beneath Izsha pulsed. She couldn’t remember that chime happening last time, but then again, something could have been different this time. It might not even be the same thing that Tenebrael had done.

The pattern pulsed again. The chime rang again, but this time, it was lower pitched and drawn out. A neutral hum that vibrated against the air.

A third pulse was accompanied by… she wasn’t sure if it could be called a chime anymore. One time, she had gone to a concert with her mother. A Pink Floyd cover band. She distinctly remembered the bass guitars reverberating deep within her chest, making her almost feel as if she were having constant heart attacks.

This third chime was a single strum of a low note played over the world’s most powerful subwoofer.

Alyssa thought her heart had stopped. Placing a hand over her chest, she could still feel it. Just the opposite of being stopped, she could feel her chest thumping a mile a minute.

Izsha was still moving. Kasita as well—Alyssa could feel the mimic’s arms tighten around her waist. The mystic circle was still underfoot, still in motion like the gears of a clock. Somewhere, in the background noise of the universe, the echoes of that bass cannon were still reverberating across the world.

But outside the edges of the mystic circle, nothing moved. Leaves, knocked off the trees from wind, hung in the air without falling. A chipmunk sat atop a stone. Even with Izsha only a few feet away, it didn’t even look in their direction. It might as well have been a statue.

Alyssa snapped her head to the nearest Astral Authority. A massive portal the size of a building had the chimeric form of an Equanimity halfway through. And it wasn’t coming the rest of the way through. Like the chipmunk, it was frozen solid. Locked in time.

Two Patiences and a Kindness were high above, flying in a triangular shape with the Kindness in the rear. They weren’t moving either. Even their wings were perfectly stiff and immobile.

“It worked,” Kasita said. “I don’t know what you did, but it worked.”

“I thought it might,” Alyssa said, not taking her eyes off the Astral Authority, just in case. “A real angel would have ignored that and kept coming after us. But these aren’t real angels. People can see them. Regular mortals. And they can interact with them. So it stood to reason that the Astral Authority is a part of the real world rather than whatever metaphysical plane actual angels teeter on. Or so I guessed, anyway.”

“Should we go back for Irulon and the others?”

“No,” Alyssa said before Izsha could even start to slow down. “Keep moving. We… might not have that much time.”

Looking down, Alyssa watched the mystic circle. It vaguely looked like a clock. And, as part of being a clock, it had a pair of hands. They were large, ornate designs, but recognizable nonetheless. The shorter hour hand was just past the twelve o’clock position. The minute hand was at the two. And they were moving.

They were moving anticlockwise.

They were counting down.
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                “You stupid angel. I just want a stupid portal from here to Owlcroft. Ugh. Work damn you!” Alyssa let her arm drop with a groan. Her fingernails hadn’t even turned black. Five minutes of trying to make a portal and she had nothing to show for it. She didn’t understand the rules. Was it because time was stopped outside their little bubble? Was Tenebrael just screwing with her? Ugh. She needed Iosefael to come and explain again, or explain properly. She had thought that she was getting the hang of using miracles.

Apparently not.

Izsha was still running. Maybe that was the problem. Irulon had mentioned that human created portals failed because of movement of the world itself. But… it just didn’t seem like a thing that would happen. She only needed a portal long enough for Izsha to jump inside.

But they were running out of time. Maybe the clock hands would continue ticking backward, but Alyssa had a feeling that twelve midnight was the limit. And the hands were close together. Less than three minutes left.

Digging through her cards, Alyssa pulled out an Empty Vessel spell and cast it. The shroud of glass shards encompassed the three, wrapping around them in a bubble just barely smaller than the clock underneath Izsha’s feet. Empty Vessel had worked back in Lyria. It likely worked for the same reason that the entropy stopping miracle had worked. The Astral Authority were not as divine as they seemed. They might even be considered fully mortal, though they clearly had some connection to the Throne. Or perhaps only to the Seraphim that actually led their group, much like how Alyssa was connected to Tenebrael.

Unfortunately, Alyssa was not sure whether or not it would keep her hidden if they had the scent of her connection to Tenebrael on their noses.

And poor Izsha. Alyssa could tell, the draken was getting tired. She wasn’t quite sure how she knew. It wasn’t like Izsha had told her or even mimed it to her. They were keeping up their speed. But it was something subtle. Maybe it was the way that Izsha wasn’t jumping between trees anymore, but trying to go in the straightest line possible. Maybe it was the slightly more ragged breathing. Or just how the Izsha’s muscles felt underneath Alyssa’s legs.

Izsha needed a rest. Maybe not a long one. They could probably keep moving, but not at top speed.

If the Empty Vessel didn’t work…

The clock hands ticked closer and closer together. There were at most two minutes left.

“Izsha. Stop,” Alyssa said quietly. “Just for a minute.” An extra minute of running wasn’t going to make a difference at this point. But a minute of rest might.

They were still in the forest. It had become significantly less marshy the further they had gone, not that it would matter much. Alyssa was fairly sure that the time stop spell was doing something that made the ground much harder than it otherwise would be. If there were a lake, Izsha could probably walk right over the top of it.

The trees were much thicker where they were now. Both in density of the land and in individual tree girth. They were quite tall as well. Maybe redwoods? Or the Nod equivalent. Alyssa wasn’t a dendrologist. Having to go around them constantly probably contributed to Izsha’s exhaustion, but they might also make for good cover. With Izsha now standing still, Alyssa could only see twenty feet in any direction before the trees just blocked it all out.

Of course, hiding might not matter all that much if the Astral Authority was following magic, but it couldn’t hurt.

The low humming reverberation that had been going on since the time stop miracle started changing. It was subtle at first, but quickly grew both louder and in pitch. Both hands of the clock hit the twelve o’clock position with a thunderous click. The hum ended rapidly, sounding like the final portion of a grandfather clock’s chime.

Beneath their feet, the mystic circle faded.

Slowly, things started moving again. Wind gently gracing Alyssa’s skin despite them being stopped was the first sign. Leaves began rustling, swaying in that same breeze. The sounds of the forest returned to normal. Some birds chirping could be heard in the distance. The leaves rustling grew to a static-like background noise. A frog croaking actually made Alyssa jump before her brain eventually matched the sound to an animal.

Alyssa waited with bated breath, watching the surroundings. Even though she had something of an innate sense of their surroundings, Kasita also looked around, swiveling her head from one side to the other. Izsha wasn’t looking around too much in comparison. The draken, panting, coiled its muscles, readying an escape if necessary.

Five minutes passed by in a flash. Although she jumped at a few odd sounds, there was no sign of the Astral Authority. Either through invisibility or through stopped time, they had managed to escape.

And she had no idea how far they were from Illuna. Or even how much progress they had made toward Owlcroft. They had left the road under Alyssa’s command—she had worried that the Astral Authority might just follow it. If they were even intelligent enough to reason out such a thing. She honestly wasn’t sure how creative they might be.

“I didn’t manage to send a Message to Irulon before you stopped time. What do you want me to tell her now?”

“Wait. No. No magic. No more than necessary, anyway,” Alyssa amended, looking at the shards of glass around them. “Spells are used all over, but they are technically requests to Tenebrael. With a direction to look in, the Astral Authority might just decide to check on anyone using any spell.”

“So we’re on our own?”

“For now. We have food and some supplies. And I doubt the forest will be empty of things to eat.”

“No tent though.”

“Might be for the best. Less to leave behind if we end up having to flee again. For now,” Alyssa said, resting a hand on Izsha’s side, “let’s take a short rest. We’ll try to contact the others later.” If only her mother had a phone.

Then again, phones were probably more connected to Tenebrael than regular magic. It wasn’t like there were cell towers around this world that they could use to connect to each other. They had to be using some kind of magic. For all Alyssa knew, Tenebrael was the cell tower. And, if so, was also sitting around spying on every single message and conversation.

Resting, as it turned out, was nearly impossible while the threat of a sudden attack lingered in the air. Alyssa was tense. Izsha was tense. Kasita was tense. Even when she closed her eyes and tried to relax, she just wound up jumping at every little sound. The sounds of the forest were made all the worse with her eyes closed—everything just sounded so much louder.

Alyssa wound up pacing around in a small circle to bleed off her anxious energy. She couldn’t go far. The Empty Vessel spell was centered around her. Moving would reveal Izsha or Kasita if they weren’t sticking close by. The Astral Authority probably wouldn’t care, but they might be looking for those Alyssa had escaped with. Especially Izsha, given that the draken had been with her during the similar situation in Lyria.

But the more time that passed, the more Alyssa felt safe enough. The Astral Authority had access to rapid transportation through their square portals. If they knew where Alyssa was, they surely would have caught up by now.

“Do we know where we are in relation to the road to Owlcroft?” Kasita asked, peering through the trees.

“I think it curved to our right as we ran. And I don’t think we crossed the road ever during our run. But it was hard to tell. The road is just so poorly maintained that I might have been imagining not crossing it.”

“That’s something. I’d rather not have to backtrack a bunch. Those Astral Authority things are probably swarming all over the place.”

Alyssa nodded. Even when they had been on their way out from Lyria, little golden lights could be seen flittering about the sky. She honestly couldn’t have left fast enough. They hadn’t bothered Alyssa then, not after she lost them. However, that might not be true anymore. Like Kasita had said, the Astral Authority seemed to be getting faster about locating signs of Tenebrael.

All the more reason to get to Owlcroft as soon as possible.

“Izsha, how are you doing?”

Like Alyssa, the draken was slowly able to relax more and more as time passed. Izsha had even taken to resting on its side. It was still clearly ready to jump to its feet at a moment’s notice. But Izsha’s breathing had slowed from the panting gasps of their flight. At Alyssa’s question, Izsha looked over to her and offered a bob of its head.

“Sorry for pushing you so hard. But…”

Izsha made a trilling noise in the back of its throat. Not a threatening or angry noise. It didn’t sound particularly pleased either. Alyssa was honestly not sure what it was supposed to mean. Maybe an assurance?

Whatever the case, Izsha got to its feet, bending slightly in the way it always did when Alyssa was getting ready to mount.

“Thanks. I promise to make it up to you somehow,” Alyssa said as she climbed into the saddle. Holding out her hand, she grasped Kasita’s arm and hoisted her up onto Izsha as well. It was always a bit of a strange sensation. Kasita looked like a proper person who weighed a normal amount. But Alyssa picked her up as if she were a pillow. “Go ahead and take it easy. Go at whatever pace is comfortable for you.”

The most comfortable pace was apparently a light trot. They started out looking for the road to Owlcroft. Not necessarily to stay on the road given her concerns that the Astral Authority might follow it. But staying adjacent to it would keep them from getting lost.

Although, if the Astral Authority did follow the road, they would probably find the pit all on their own without any need for Alyssa to call them there. It was a wonder that they hadn’t found it already. Unless Tenebrael’s statue, the portals, and Alyssa’s giant mystic circle had just kept them concentrated around Lyria.

Izsha’s trot turned into a gallop before long. Not that draken galloped. Galloping required four legs. Draken only had two, plus two smaller claw-like hand-things. But, if they had a horse with them, it would have to have been moving in a light gallop to keep up.

After two hours of being back on the way—moving adjacent to the road—Alyssa felt safe enough to try out a quick Message to Irulon.

If the Astral Authority came for her… she would just have to try stopping time again.

“Message. Irulon. We’re on our way to Owlcroft and are trying to keep a low profile to avoid disturbing the fake-angels again. Not sure exactly where we are, but we did find the road and are following it. Will Message again if we don’t attract attention from this spell.”

In less than a minute, Alyssa had a response. ~The Astral Authority is swarming around Illuna. We’ve not left yet because of it. They aren’t attacking, but the people are frightened. It is probably harming their impression of monsters, unfortunately. I’ll keep you updated if things change.~

Alyssa quickly relayed the Message to the others. “So we really are on our own, it seems.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem. As you said, we have some supplies and are more than capable of surviving on our own.”

“Still would have preferred their presence.”

“Well, it could be worse. It could be—”

“Don’t say it.”

“What? I was just going—”

“Don’t say it! You’ll make the Astral Authority notice us or cause demons to swarm out of the forest or it will suddenly start raining or whatever you were going to say.”

“I don’t think I have that kind of power.”

“Let’s just… not curse ourselves for the time being.”

“If anything, you’re the one with that power. Have you ever wished something wouldn’t happen but it did?”

“All the time,” Alyssa mumbled. Really, she didn’t have all that much to complain about. Most of the troublesome situations she had gotten into were her fault. Except this one, of course. This was Tenebrael’s fault.

Following alongside the decrepit road while still staying out of sight from it wasn’t the easiest thing to do. But it wasn’t too bad either. As long as they poked their heads out of the forest every so often to make sure that they were following it, they wouldn’t lose it.

Izsha kept up the pace well through lunchtime. Though, not all that many people in Nod had a mid-day meal. Breakfast was a large and hearty meal. One obviously made to get people through the day. Dinner was a smaller affair. At least, smaller than Alyssa used to have back on Earth. Enough to get through the night. If people ate anything for lunch at all, it would usually be some kind of a snack. Old bread. Fruit, if someone could get a hold of some. Maybe even something made with sugar if they were lucky and wealthy enough. Lunch passing was more an indicator for time than any caloric need.

Draken didn’t even eat all that much anyway. They wouldn’t turn away a slab of meat if one was lying about, but, at least while traveling, they tended to go light on any feedings. Kasita didn’t eat at all. Magic somehow supplied all her needs.

So, when the sun dipped behind the rings in the sky, casting the land in darkness, Alyssa was probably the only one really starting to get hungry.

But she didn’t complain. Not while Izsha was still maintaining the pace of a horse’s gallop. A full day of running had to have been hard on it, even if it wasn’t complaining.

An hour after nightfall, just as Alyssa was about to call for a break, the treeline of the redwood forest broke. Though she wasn’t an expert in arboreal matters, Alyssa could tell that it wasn’t a natural end of the trees. There were stumps. Lots of stumps. Man, or monster, had deliberately felled the trees here. But nature was trying to take the area back. Larger saplings, ones that had clearly been around for longer than a season or few, were growing between the stumps.

Beyond the felled forest, the land was relatively flat. For a moment, Alyssa thought there were fields around. But… if they were fields, they were untended. The plants were overgrown, crowding each other out, and weren’t all one crop either. Weeds, plants, grains, flowers, and more all grew together.

Just beyond the fields, a town sat atop a small hill. It wasn’t a large town. As big as Teneville. Maybe slightly larger. But it had one big difference.

Two. It had two big differences. There wasn’t a giant statue of Tenebrael or a temple to her. And there wasn’t a single light on in any of the homes. Even though Teneville went to sleep soon after night fell, except during the festival bonfire nights, it was still possible to see light shining through the cracks in windows, doors, or the walls of the homes. Without an easy way to light fires, people didn’t like to let their personal flames go out. They would get up multiple times a night just to feed the embers to keep things going until morning.

But here… there was only darkness.

And a strange sense of foreboding.

“Wait,” Alyssa said softly. Closing her eyes, she focused on Tenebrael’s power and the aspect of it that let her see souls. There were only two in the entire village. They had a distinct feel to them. The slime to a regular mortal’s candle. Demons. Or rather, infected. “There are two infected in that village. I think they’re pretty weak compared to some of the ones I’ve seen elsewhere.”

“Do we go around?”

Alyssa hesitated in answering. The easy answer was yes, they would be going around. It was safer. They could always send a Message to Trik and Fela. The two of them were trained for demon fighting. Plus Brakkt and Irulon would be there to even the odds.

Here, it would really only be Alyssa with maybe Izsha helping if the demons were outside. Kasita could act as a distraction and maybe help with a spell or two. But Alyssa would still be carrying out most of the legwork.

However, if she wanted to set up a camp, the town would be a good spot to do so. Even abandoned, shelter was shelter. And she wasn’t sure that she would be able to sleep easily knowing that two demons were out and about. They did tend to stay in one spot unless they spotted something, but that hadn’t held true for the Taker and Octavia. Not to mention the possibility that one was staring out its window, noticing her right at this very moment. Or, if not now, then when she inevitably went to make a camp fire. She could go without for a night. Their packs had some food that didn’t need to be cooked. But boiling water was almost a necessity. And water was what she needed the most of at the moment.

If the abandoned town had a well, even half dried, it might be worth it.

“We’ll go forward,” Alyssa said, holding out a hand to summon a Spectral Axe. “Carefully. Slowly. They aren’t next to each other. We should be able to take them one at a time.”

“Sounds fine with me. Nothing we haven’t dealt with before.”

Alyssa pinched her eyes shut with a grimace. “Did you have to say that?”

“What?”

“Nothing. Never mind. Izsha? Do you want to take a short rest before we head forward?”

Izsha didn’t respond except to start forward. It didn’t carry them at a gallop. It didn’t even got at a moderate trot. Alyssa could have hopped off and walked faster.

But she didn’t mind the speed. In fact, the slower the better.

Walking through the abandoned town was an eerie affair. Up close, it was even more like Teneville. One didn’t really notice the temple while in the village proper, removing that particular difference. Instead, there were just empty buildings. Doors hanging off their hinges. Cracks and broken cobblestone in the walls of the houses. A roof collapsed here or there. Overgrown plants even in what had once been roads and pathways.

It was what Teneville might have become had they been overrun with demons.

Alyssa had to wonder what the Astral Authority might have done in the actual village. After the statue killed the first Kindness that Alyssa had ever seen, she had gone back to Lyria. No portals had opened up to spit out more of the Astral Authority in the short time that she had been around the area. But she didn’t know what had happened afterwards.

When she got back to Lyria, she would have to poke her head through the portal and see if that statue still stood.

But that was a thought for another time.

For now, Alyssa hopped off Izsha’s back, gesturing to one of the dilapidated buildings. The soul was right against the wall, as far as she could tell. In Teneville, she had hesitated, worried that her sight of souls might have been giving her wrong information. She had sent Kasita in to confirm, which ended up with Kasita getting noticed. What should have been a quick fight turned into a minor, but potentially dangerous fight.

This time, Alyssa did not hesitate. An opportunity had presented itself to her. She would not waste it.

The scythe passed straight through the wall as if it didn’t exist. It only met resistance when it hit the soul. An ear piercing wail split the sky, but Alyssa ignored it, gritting her teeth and gripping the scythe with both hands. Like with all demons that Alyssa had killed, the scythe required tugging, pulling, and a bit of leverage. With a foot on the wall of the building, Alyssa pulled back.

The sticky ball of tar of a soul came straight through the wall. A swipe of the scythe carried it safely away from Alyssa. She considered sticking around until the true demon showed up to take it back, but figured there wouldn’t be much point.

Besides that, the infected had screamed.

Closing her eyes, she could see the other soul, several buildings away, in motion.

“It’s coming,” Alyssa said, narrowing her eyes. “Be prepared.” Her fingers tightened around the ethereal shaft of the scythe as she moved to a more open position. Izsha and Kasita both flanked her. The former coiled its muscles, readying for an attack. Kasita pulled out a few spell cards, holding them between her fingers, pointed down the remains of the street.

A single infected was not a threat.
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                Alyssa could feel it. And she wasn’t the only one.

Two days of travel had brought them much closer to their destination. Owlcroft was supposed to be a week out from Illuna. But that metric was based on horses moving at a steady trot. Izsha was much faster. And, without other people, they could travel even quicker than that. Izsha moved at its own pace, setting the schedule entirely, including when to stop for breaks and nights.

The only real input that Alyssa had was when demons were afoot. And they were around in surprising numbers. Since the two in the abandoned town, they had come across another ten. The first morning, they had only come across two more. Yesterday, they had to fight off five, two of which had attacked at the same time. They had fought three today and it was still morning.

But they were getting close.

The bedehouse in Lyria had an aura around it. A miasma in the air that caused fear, weighed down everyone in the area, and simply oppressed everything. It was a singularly unique sensation, one that Alyssa hadn’t ever felt before then. But now, she could safely say that she had felt it for a second time. Except this time, it was even heavier. Every instinct in her body was telling her to turn around and run away.

Adrael’s staff helped. Alyssa had tied it to the saddle. It was easily within grasping distance for her and was pressed against Izsha’s scales. Kasita could easily reach it as well. She was actually afraid to let go. Because it only helped. At the bedehouse, simply touching the staff was enough to completely negate all effects of the aura. Here, it was different. Here, the miasma was so oppressive that Alyssa could feel it even when gripping the staff with both hands.

Even with the staff blocking a large portion of the aura, the woods would have still been oppressive. There was just no sound. Nature had certain noises to it. Ones that Alyssa had grown increasingly familiar with over the course of her stay in Nod. There should have been birds singing, crickets chirping, rustles and noises of the trees and leaves as animals and wind moved through them. Instead, there was nothing. Nothing at all.

Given their inconsistent speed and lack of real knowledge of the surrounding lands, Alyssa honestly had no idea how far away they were. Riding was easy. If they wound up riding until nightfall…

It might be better to ride through the night. Setting up any kind of camp would be difficult with only the one staff. Izsha would have to follow her around so close that they would definitely be tripping over each other. Besides that… Alyssa doubted that she would be able to sleep.

Perhaps it was for the best that it was only the three of them. Irulon might have had some kind of solution for the sensation, but Alyssa doubted it. She had sent a Message asking if the bedehouse guards had any kind of protections, but Irulon had come back without any definite answer. Alyssa couldn’t even imagine Irulon, Fela, Brakkt, and Trik all needing to hold onto the staff as well, plus their mounts and the pack horse.

It would have been chaos.

Tzheitza and the Taker had apparently fought at the pit itself, killing infected comrades. That was the story that Alyssa had heard her tell, anyway. Perhaps the sensation hadn’t been as strong back when the pit was new, but… she could easily imagine the oppressive atmosphere and the horrors of killing former friends being enough to drive a man insane.

How did the guards stand it? Were there even any guards? A lack of guards around the pit would explain why there were so many infected in the lands around it. Then again, hunters, adventurers, brigands, and anyone else who wandered as deep as Alyssa was might just succumb to a lack of faith in Tenebrael if they got this close. Which would probably make most guards relatively pointless unless true demons were just pouring out of the pit.

She supposed that she would find out soon. It couldn’t be far. Even the trees and plants looked like they were on the verge of death.

“Demons to our right,” Alyssa said, voice not quite a whisper, but close. Speaking any louder just felt wrong. The air itself wouldn’t allow it.

However it was that draken managed to hear words without proper ears, Izsha heard. They drifted off to the left side. Not a sharp angle. The demons were far off. Alyssa would have said something if they were closer and Izsha understood that as well.

She kept her eyes closed, concentrating on seeing souls. Seeing threats.

There were a lot of threats dead ahead. But they had been dead ahead for a full day now. They were getting closer. It was just a bit difficult to tell the exact distance when there were so many all bleeding together. A bunch of the souls, far below the earth, actually looked like they were directly on top of Alyssa. It was just the strange way the soul sight worked. Without reference points, it was hard to tell if something was deep underground or directly underfoot.

The mass of souls had to be the pit. Alyssa couldn’t even count how many there were. Hundreds. Thousands. All of them were that same slimy type of souls. Infected. Even though they were all next to each other, the souls didn’t interact. Not like how humans and monsters interacted. Little pieces of their souls didn’t dart away to join with others. Rather, the souls that got close to others would pull back and withdraw, like they were trying to protect themselves from any interaction at all.

At least… with each other. Alyssa distinctly remembered Kasita trying to spy on the demon in Teneville. Its soul had interacted with Kasita’s just before it attacked.

Alyssa had to wonder if this was close enough. There was a steady trail of demons leading back to that mass. Or, rather than a trail, it was more like they were scattered around with more toward the mass than away from it. A Kindness moving toward the most dense portion would surely find them.

But if the Astral Authority just attacked the closest ones and then focused on Alyssa, this was possibly the worst place to try to run from them again. It was too easy to stumble into demons.

“More directly in front of us. And to our left up ahead. Go back to the right. We’ll just take the one out there.”

Alyssa still had a scythe in her hands from the last few demons that they had to dispatch. She could hold it for an unlimited amount of time, but the amount of cards she had were significantly less unlimited. She had to be careful with it. As Irulon had warned her when she first used the spell, it could kill easily. Too easily, almost, but that was what made it good against demons. Still, she had no interest in accidentally killing her friends. With her ability to handle souls, there was a slight chance that she could shove a soul back into a body, especially if the body wasn’t damaged, but testing that…

“Directly ahead now,” Alyssa said, readying the scythe.

An infected beyond the trees shambled around like a zombie. Its back was to Alyssa, but that didn’t last long. Izsha was a fairly quiet predator, but it was impossible to move at a high speed through the forest without making some noise.

The infected turned, showing off burning red eyes. It snarled, mouth gaping and spittle flying everywhere. Fingernails as long as its fingers raised up, readying an attack.

Alyssa didn’t even blink. Izsha charged by. As they passed, Alyssa swung the scythe, hooking it into the infected’s head. It immediately stopped moving, going limp, but the tar-like soul stayed stuck in its corpse for a good twenty feet until Izsha ran past a tree. The scythe and the soul passed clean through. The corpse did not.

The worst thing about killing the infected wasn’t actually the fight. None of them were even close to the level of the Taker. Alyssa had yet to run across an infected that even reached the one that had been in Teneville. Lyria starved them in the bedehouse or in barricaded homes to weaken them. Or they had done so before Fela came along. She wasn’t exactly certain of their policy now. Out here in this forest, with no sounds of animals or prey that they might be able to eat and likely no intelligence to cultivate crops on their own, they were likely all completely starved, just wandering aimlessly until their bodies finally gave out.

No. The worst thing wasn’t killing them. Alyssa was used to that. It came easily.

The worst thing was stopping, waiting for the stupid true demon to appear, and then scouring the pentagrams from the land.

It did give Izsha a small break. Alyssa hadn’t been the one setting the pace, but she was fairly certain that Izsha was pushing itself quite a bit in the interest of getting this mission over and done with sooner rather than later.

Alyssa shook the soul off the scythe behind them as Izsha slowed down. The others couldn’t actually see the soul, so Alyssa actually had to signal when to stop. She did so with a light pat to the smooth scales on the side of Izsha’s neck.

The demon appeared before too long. A blazing pentagram etched itself into the dirt. Every plant in a six foot radius around it just died. The closest of the sickly-looking bushes and trees actually burst into flames. The fire didn’t spread, thankfully. There was something infernally magical about it. The first time, Alyssa had just about had a heart attack at the thought of burning the forest down with her trapped inside.

It was the same demon as always. Black leather boots, skirt, and straps making up a top with a mask that hid all skin but a little bit around the glowing ember of an eye. Alyssa wasn’t sure whether or not this particular demon was following her kills around, if she was the only true demon assigned to this planet in some kind of mirror to Tenebrael, or if she just randomly got assigned to the same souls that Alyssa forked over on the regular.

Which was somewhat ironic to think about. Tenebrael had called Alyssa her little reaper. But the vast majority of the reaping Alyssa had done wasn’t headed to Tenebrael at all.

Every single time, the demon waved to Alyssa. It was a jaunty little wave like she had just seen a neighbor at the supermarket for the first time in a while. Alyssa just glared back. At least the demon hadn’t dropped another ember. So far, anyway. Perhaps they took some time to prepare.

The demon went about her business. She kicked the base of the scythe haft, spinning it around until the gleaming blade lanced straight through the gelatinous blob. A second pentagram formed beneath the soul, adjacent to the first. It quickly wound up sucked into the flaming geometric shape.

As the glow faded, Alyssa just waited. The demon always left right after.

Always.

Except now.

Alyssa’s muscles tensed as she started looking around, wondering if there was some ambush coming. The demon hadn’t even done anything and she had Alyssa on edge. She closed her eyes, concentrating and checking for souls. There weren’t any around aside from present company. Alyssa didn’t see anything nearby and none of the ones further off were moving in their direction as far as she could tell.

Opening her eyes, Alyssa half expected the demon to be holding out another ember. Alyssa did have some of Tzheitza’s anti-demonic serum, so she could destroy one if necessary. But it would just be another thing on top of her already stressful plate.

The demon wasn’t offering an ember. Thankfully. Rather, she reached up to the side of her mask. It, like much of her outfit, was held together by buckles. At least two, but possibly more that Alyssa couldn’t see easily. Just like the first time Alyssa tried to talk to the demon, she scratched at the side of her mask before gesturing toward Alyssa.

Alyssa could only shake her head. “I’m not interested. Not at all. Hurry and leave so I can get on with my day.”

The demon’s sole visible eye narrowed. Her hands gripped the haft of her scythe.

Alyssa tensed, gripping her own scythe, only to frown as the demon slammed the tip down into the ground.

She pulled the scythe back toward her, dragging a burning line through the ground. The flame, a deep red color that Alyssa had never seen in an actual fire, didn’t spread to the surrounding underbrush. Much like the still glowing pattern underneath the demon’s feet, it stayed right where it was.

The scythe slammed into the ground again. With a second pull, it formed another line. Then a third between the two.

At first, Alyssa feared that the demon was drawing out a pentagram for some reason. But it wasn’t. It was a single letter.

A

The demon moved outside the pentagram that spawned her, digging her scythe into the ground as she moved. One line met another, which met another, and another still.

W

A

R

N

Izsha backed away. Alyssa hadn’t said anything. Neither had Kasita. And yet, as the demon moved around, carving letters into the ground, Izsha knew. Or the letters that were apparently appearing out of nowhere were scary enough to force a movement.

I

N

G

“A warning?” Alyssa said as the demon stepped back into the pentagram. “Let me guess. If I come any closer, you’ll try to kill me?”

The demon looked affronted that anyone would suggest such a thing. Pressing a hand to the black leather straps that covered her chest, she shook her head. After a moment, she pointed down at the smaller circle that the infected’s soul had been drawn into then toward Izsha and the riders. At that, she nodded.

“The infected are going to try to kill me? Great warning,” she said, hoping her sarcasm was apparent. “I wouldn’t have guessed. It’s not like they’ve ever attacked me before.”

Somehow, somehow, Alyssa could tell that the demon was frowning. The mask completely covered her mouth and even cheeks. But the one visible eye just gave her such a flat look that it couldn’t have been anything else. With a shrug of her shoulders as if to say that she had tried, the demon vanished in a burst of flames from the pentagram.

Once again, the forest returned to its state of utter silence. Izsha wasn’t moving, so she didn’t even have the breeze blowing past her ears. The ruby red flames of the message were still going, but they weren’t actually burning anything. It just ominously glowed in the dim light.

“Alright, Izsha. The demon is gone.”

“What was that all about?” Kasita said in a whisper as Izsha marched over to the pentagrams.

Alyssa pulled out a spell card. A Physical class spell designed to dig holes in dirt—though they didn’t work on harder stone. They were easy to draw and relatively low rank, but she only had made a handful of them the night they had stayed in the abandoned village. She hadn’t thought that she would need more than a dozen. “No idea,” she said as she carved a foot-deep trench into the ground where the pentagrams were. She had to use a second card to destroy the words. The fire thankfully went out the moment the line was disrupted. “But we should probably watch out up ahead. The infected haven’t been giving us trouble so far, but the demon has to know that. Perhaps they’re stronger up ahead. Or perhaps the warning was about something else entirely. I… really don’t know if I should have tried listening or not.”

“It wanted you to take off its mask again?”

“Yeah…”

“Probably a trap then. An attempt at tricking you into doing what it wanted. Just like last time.”

“That’s what I thought, but…” Alyssa shook her head. She was acting as best she knew how on as little information as she had. Tenebrael said that demons couldn’t be trusted. Period. Not because they wouldn’t tell the truth, but because they would only tell the parts of the truth that served their whims.

Which just made her all the more nervous about that warning. It meant that there probably was something to be worried about up ahead. Whether that came from demons, infected, the Astral Authority, or even angels was completely up in the air.

But it wasn’t like they could turn around and go home now.

“Let’s move. And let’s go a bit slower too. We don’t want to get ambushed or fall into a trap.”

Izsha made a grunt that Alyssa took as an agreement. In seconds, they were off. Their pace was still brisk, but not the straight gallop that it had been earlier.

The road was somewhere to their left, if Alyssa’s sense of direction wasn’t completely screwed up. From the abandoned village, they had been vaguely following it. However, there were more infected on and near the road than elsewhere. It wasn’t really necessary anymore either. As long as that sense of foreboding didn’t wane, they were headed in the proper direction.

Trusting Kasita and Izsha to be aware of their immediate surroundings, Alyssa went back to focusing. Astral Authority fake-angels, angels, and demons didn’t appear to her sense of souls. Luckily, Kasita could vaguely sense them, even if she hadn’t needed to so far, so Alyssa felt she could trust that task to her friend and focus on what was likely the real danger.

With the warning from the demon, avoiding all infected might be for the best.

It, unfortunately, took more time as well. Alyssa had to map out a safe path of travel to weave in and out of the shambling zombie-like infected that littered the forest. Some parts, Izsha could simply run around them, taking a wide looping path. But others, they had to drop to a crawl. In one case, they even had to stop for a full half hour as one particularly active infected staggered across their path.

Much of the time they had gained thanks to Izsha’s haste since leaving Illuna was lost. Probably not all of it, but Alyssa wished she knew just how far away Owlcroft would be. If it was only a few more hours off, she would have tried carrying on through the night. But if it was a day or more, they would need to rest at some point.

She wished that there was another abandoned village. For all she knew, there was one. But it wasn’t on the same road that led to Owlcroft. Leaving Lyria made her realize just how shoddy the map she had was. It was something she thought about bringing up with Jason. If a decent map was as bad as the one she had taken a picture of, constructing rail lines between towns and villages wouldn’t be easy.

No caves either. If they had to rest, it would be out in the open.

Alyssa didn’t want to try. She didn’t think she would be able to sleep. But even still, she started looking around for anywhere that might let them rest. Even for just a few hours.

“Izsha. Angle left until… there,” Alyssa said as Izsha followed her directions. “There is a single infected up ahead, but plenty more around for quite a distance. The demon was warning us against infected, probably, but we aren’t going to be able to avoid them all.”

“A single one is fine. We’ve dealt with up to three at a time before.”

“Be on your guard anyway. Both of you.”

Izsha decided to speed up with a definite destination in sight. Alyssa didn’t bother slowing it back down. There was nothing around that would take notice. Just the one infected.

And Izsha quickly came across it.

Alyssa had been likening the infected to zombies ever since she first came across one. But that wasn’t exactly accurate. In Earth media, zombies tended to shamble around, moaning and groaning. And while there were certainly similarities, it would probably be more accurate to call the infected feral humans rather than zombies. Their posture tended to be somewhat hunched. They lunged and attacked with clawed grips and sharp teeth. Some did stagger around, the weaker and starved ones, but some even held weapons.

This one, however, made Alyssa’s stomach churn. It wasn’t crouched down, readying for an attack. It stood straight with a posture that not even Alyssa had at the best of times. One hand was behind its back. The other held a knife. Its clothes weren’t the torn ragged mess that the others had. Rather, it was a slim suit of black leather. Not shiny and not made out of straps and belts as the true demon’s outfit was. It was more like Oz’s leather armor than that.

For a moment, Alyssa almost thought that it was a normal person.

The embers in its eyes on its ash-white face eliminated all doubt.

“Careful,” Alyssa said as Izsha charged. “This one isn’t like the others.”

As soon as she spoke, the infected smiled and rushed forward to meet their charge. Alyssa had her scythe at the ready as well as her deck of spell cards. Spectral Chains lashed out, but it jumped, springing clear to the opposite side of Izsha.

The blade in its hand lashed out.

A Shorten Distance carried Alyssa and Izsha a step out of the way.

“Subjugation,” Kasita uttered. A wave of light lashed out toward the demon. It tried to dodge, but the edge of the wave clipped its leg.

The demon went to the ground, kneeling. But it was clearly resisting, moving back to its feet. A second Spectral Chains kept it in place as Izsha reared around. This time, it did not get out of the way of her scythe.

The soul didn’t come loose right away. Much like the Taker’s soul, it felt like trying to remove a marble from a crimped pipe.

“Izsha, crash it into a tree again!”

It took a moment for the draken to find a suitable tree. Anything too narrow and the tree would just snap. Too many other trees around and they wouldn’t be able to rush at it at any good speed.

As Izsha was still picking a target, the infected started laughing. “Just like last time?” it said with a derisive chuckle. The sound of its words wasn’t something a human could mimic. They had a reverberation to the tone. “It won’t matter. I will kill you.”

Alyssa didn’t respond. She knew that infected could talk. Octavia had apparently tried multiple times to convince Irulon and the Pharaoh to release her, offering them promises of power or even just good behavior. Neither listened. And Alyssa wasn’t listening now.

She held out the scythe with both hands as Izsha started running.

The demon screamed, turning feral for just a moment.

“Projectile Reflection,” Kasita said, moving a hand in front of Alyssa’s face.

The demon’s knife hit her arm the second it was in the way. With a loud tang, it spiraled off somewhere behind them.

Alyssa sucked in a breath. She hadn’t even considered that the demon might still try to attack.

It slammed into the tree a moment later. Alyssa almost found herself pulled out of the saddle. But she held on tight with her legs. With only a moment of additional resistance, she, the scythe, and the tar-like ball of soul made it through the tree.

“It’s done,” she whispered, letting Izsha know that they could stop.

The true demon appeared once again. This time, she didn’t even glance in Alyssa’s direction. She just collected the soul and left without a single comment.

Which was more than fine with Alyssa.

They would have to get some rest.

And apparently be wary of more of the capable infected up ahead.
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                There was a certain peace to sleeping on top of Kasita and Izsha. Alyssa couldn’t move far from either of them without the protection of the staff failing. It made some… tasks more difficult than they needed to be, but she wouldn’t be here long. She could bear with it. It wasn’t a restful kind of sleep, but she got enough to do what needed to be done.

Still, it was quite the change. When she first met Izsha, she had nearly fallen over herself in an attempt to get away. Those sharp teeth were terrifying. But now, she didn’t fear anything from this particular draken. She still wouldn’t want to be left alone in a room with Musca or some of the others, but Izsha was perfectly fine.

Kasita, Alyssa had never feared. Not physically. Tzheitza and Oz complained about her and suggested that she might try to poison them, but Alyssa had never really believed that she would. Now, even with Kasita having a number of potentially deadly spells in her possession, that hadn’t changed.

Alyssa trusted them.

As they raced through the forest with at least ten infected chasing after them, Alyssa could only hope that they trusted her as well.

Or rather, at this point, they didn’t have much choice.

“Get ready,” Alyssa shouted. They weren’t far now. She could see it. The mass of souls that had to be a part of the pit was practically underneath their feet. And she did not want Izsha falling down inside, with or without her. “Be careful. I think we’re close.”

“Another two are after us,” Kasita said. Her voice was calm, but tense and clearly worried.

“And one more up ahead.” Alyssa gripped Izsha’s neck, holding tight. “Take a sharp right, Izsha.”

Even with her holding on, she almost fell out of the saddle. And they weren’t done yet. “Back to where we were headed.”

Izsha let out a low, rumbling growl as they turned back. The turn let one of the closer infected catch up, almost close enough to grab hold of Izsha’s tail. The stupid fake-demons were fast. Far faster than any human-shaped creature had a right to be. Thankfully, a quick Shorten Distance got them out of reach.

For the moment.

The trees here, once large and proud, were withered to the point of being husks. They were the kind of trees that one would find around the home of the Addams Family. No leaves. Ruined bark. Shriveled branches. They were completely dead. And the sun… even though there wasn’t a cloud in sight, the sun did not try very hard to illuminate the dead forest. Everything had a greyish tone to it. Like someone had taken a picture and slid the saturation bar most of the way down. That probably had something to do with the sorry state of the plant life.

The thin trees made it easy to see ahead, however, so Alyssa wasn’t complaining. She doubted Izsha was either.

The treeline broke after a while. There were many smaller trees, maybe ones as tall as Alyssa while riding Izsha. But they weren’t thick. They were the same skeletal trees that had occupied the forest for almost the entirety of the day’s journey.

A river wasn’t far away. But… it didn’t look like the kind of river that Alyssa cared to drink from. It was perfectly clear. So clear that it might have been glass, if not for a bit of whiter water around the edges of the banks. Someone else might have thought that it was the perfect drinking water, but she distinctly remembered her brother mentioning something about clear water. Clear water meant that nothing was living in the water. If there was water and yet nothing living in it, that meant that there were likely toxins in the water. Something that was killing anything that tried.

Which was unfortunate. Food, she and Izsha could go without for a while. But their supply of water was practically gone.

Irulon and Brakkt were on their way, just the two of them without Trik or Fela or any of the guild, but they were at least a full day back if not more. Their last Message had mentioned their hesitance to continue forward with the aura of oppression around them. Returning still wouldn’t be a problem. Not so long as they reached their destination soon and got away quickly.

It wasn’t like they could stop for water anyway. Not while being chased.

Alyssa fingered the Annihilator spell again as Izsha jumped clean over the narrowest point in the river.

The second Izsha’s talons found the opposite bank, Alyssa felt it. A deep and uncomfortable cold that dug into her spine. Kasita breathed like she had been punched in the stomach, never mind that something like that wouldn’t hurt her. And Izsha… Izsha stumbled. Never once since meeting the draken had Izsha made a single misstep.

She was so stunned by the sudden feeling that she didn’t even notice what they were standing in front of right away.

There were buildings. Kind of. Calling them buildings was a drastic overstatement. She hadn’t noticed them from the opposite side of the river, thinking them to be more trees and nothing else. If the first village they had run into had been a ghost town, this was an ancient ruin left to crumble in the elements.

There were clearly man-made objects jutting up in the distance. The frame of a wall. A post that might have been part of a fence. A mound of cobble. Nothing whole. Not even one complete structure. Not even one complete wall. There was nothing but dry, lifeless dirt, the skeleton of a town, and hundreds of pentagrams.

A signpost with carved lettering, hanging from a broken chain, spelled out the name of the town.

Owlcroft.

Beyond the furthest wall, there was nothing.

Not nothing as in no more village. Nothing as in nothing at all. What had likely once been a road through the center of the ten or so houses simply ended. A smooth line beyond which lay nothing. That nothingness continued as far as Alyssa could see. It swept wide to either side of the remains of the village.

The pit.

When she had first heard of it, she had expected a canyon or a crater. This was just a black hole with perfectly smooth edges. Judging by the souls beneath them, it went on for quite a ways as well, but, surprisingly, not as deep as she would have expected had she seen the hole in the ground before knowing that there were demons and infected at the bottom of it. A hole like this, she would have expected it to reach down to the center of the planet. Or to be in another reality entirely.

“Izsha! Move!” Kasita shouted.

Alyssa nearly fell backward off the saddle as Izsha reacted without a moment of hesitation.

While they gaped, the infected had been swimming. Throwing a look over her shoulder, Alyssa noted several downstream, but plenty had managed to get more or less straight across. One was just outside grasping distance. A Fireball from Kasita made it stumble just enough to buy them a few more feet of a lead. A Shorten Distance got them another dozen feet ahead.

Though there wasn’t much room. The village was quickly coming to an end.

And the slimy souls of the infected in the pit were somehow starting up toward the surface.

“Alyssa!”

“I’m on it.” This was it. They weren’t going to get any closer. “Tenebrael! We’re here! These demons have plagued the land for long enough. The Astral Authority has plagued you for long enough. The enemies of our enemies are not our friends, but we can use and abuse them anyway. All we need is a show of force. A powerful sign to draw them together. That is your will. Carry it out through me. Let us start a war between our enemies! A war that… will hopefully not destroy the rest of the world.”

“You don’t sound very certain,” Kasita called out. “Subjugation!”

“It’s working, isn’t it?”

Alyssa’s fingernails were black. Mystic circles were forming in the air around her.

“Is it? It’s not doing much!”

The Enochian around the geometric lines and shapes was still moving, flowing around, but… Kasita was right. Other than that, the mystic circles that had formed were not moving. They weren’t growing or spreading to the sky like they had over Lyria. Something was wrong. Had she not said enough? Was she not close enough?

It should still work. The Astral Authority had detected even minor usages of Tenebrael’s power. They would be here. They would call for reinforcements. Even without the great visage of Tenebrael looking down over the pit, the plan would work.

In fact, they were already here. The square edges of a portal opened up in their path.

Izsha took a sharp turn just as Alyssa burned another Shorten Distance.

Alyssa could feel her mistake in leaning to the wrong direction before she even left the saddle. As if she were in slow motion, she watched the ground rush up to meet her. With it came a crushing sensation of despair. Like the ground itself was a hundred bedehouses. No longer touching the staff, the chills hit her before she hit the ground.

But she still hit the ground as well. Momentum made her roll along the hard Earth for a good ten feet until she came to a stop at the edges of the golden portal.

An obsidian-black scythe carved through the borders, slamming into the ground inches from her face. The warped space of the portal dissipated without even admitting a fake angel.

Arm pulsing with pain from where she landed, Alyssa followed the haft of the scythe up to the black leather gloves of the demon. The true demon.

“T-Tenebrael,” Alyssa stuttered, not because of fear, but from that feeling of hopelessness. “Wrap me in your warm embrace.”

The mystic circles forming around her drew in close, hugging right up against her skin. It didn’t fully dampen the sensation of despair. It wasn’t as good as Adrael’s staff. But it was something.

Enough to give her a modicum of motivation back.

Alyssa wasted no time in getting back to her feet. If she hadn’t had the dragon armor on, she would probably have wound up much worse off. As it was, she could feel pain all up her thigh and back. Ignorable pain, thankfully. At least while faced with a true demon and all the infected.

Two Spectral Chains kept the closest feral infected from lunging at her. More were coming up from the path leading to the river. And on the opposite side, infected were climbing up around the rim of that darkness of the pit. Some were still chasing Izsha and Kasita, both of whom looked like they were trying to get back to Alyssa, but couldn’t just turn around with the infected on their tail.

They were out of the way enough to take care of one problem.

A white-hot beam of total annihilation forced Alyssa to close her eyes. Only for a moment. A much shorter amount of time than when she had used it on the Taker or even at the Society of the Burning Shadow’s outpost.

A gouge in the ground, shallower than at the outpost, still went a good hundred yards beyond the river. Water was flowing down from both sides of the river. Billowing clouds of steam covered the land and more plumes were still rising from the hot molten rock and earth that lined the gouge. None of the infected were left on that side of the town.

The true demon shot her a glare. Not a harsh one. More like the look Alyssa might give if a coworker spilled something in the break room back at her old job. It was just more menial work to do.

Alyssa didn’t care. In fact, it was better if the true demon left.

Which the demon did. Instead of teleporting using one of the many pentagrams that littered the unscarred town, she lifted her scythe, rested it on her shoulder, and hopped down into the gouge that was slowly filling with water.

While there were mystic circles wrapping around her body, she wasn’t sure why they had failed to attract more of the Astral Authority. But she was starting to suspect that it was the fault of the true demon. If at first you don’t succeed, Mister Kidd… Try, try again, Mister Wint. Hopefully with the demon distracted for at least a few seconds, she would be able to do something.

“Oh Tenebrael, Dominion of Nod. A show of force has become necessary. Demons seek to tarnish your name. The Astral Authority remains at bay.” Her fingernails had remained black, even after falling from Izsha’s back. Larger circles were assembling around her with every word she spoke. “Woeful be any who attempt to stop your will. Though many of your designs are dissembled, I know my purpose here. Grant me the power to—”

Alyssa stumbled back, barely dodging the blade of the scythe as it split the mystic circles in two. The demon was back in front of her, just staring.

“Do you mind?” Alyssa asked through grit teeth, pulling out a dozen more Annihilator cards. She wouldn’t have time to shout out another speech. The infected from the pit were coming.

Three Annihilator beams fired off in a cone in front of Alyssa, hopefully decimating most of the oncoming horde. With these ones aimed at the pit, Alyssa held them longer than she had the first one. The true demon had been caught in the blast. Alyssa could only hope that it would mildly inconvenience her.

“Dominion Tenebrael,” Alyssa shouted before the spots cleared from her eyes. “You stupid angel. Do something! Anything!”

“She can’t.”

Alyssa snapped her head to the side. The demon was apparently not inconvenienced at all. She stood upright on the narrow bridge of land between the two parts of Owlcroft that had not been annihilated. There was a bit of smoking steam rising from her shoulders, but her outfit hardly looked blemished. With a canyon of glassed earth on either side of her, Alyssa had to admit to being disappointed. Though perhaps that was the wrong reaction. That the true demon was smoking at all was a good sign that something worked.

Unfortunately, Alyssa didn’t think that she had enough Annihilators in her deck to cause any real damage if a little smoke was all three had done.

And she didn’t have enough room to cast them. Not enough cardinal directions. Izsha and Kasita were still off in the distance. Over the true demon’s shoulder, Alyssa watched as Izsha’s tail snapped out, sending one of the infected flying into the pit.

As for the pit itself… Her latest Annihilators hadn’t harmed it at all. The edge was lower, following the new curvature of the land around it, but the opposite side—however far it was, a difficult thing to tell when it was a perfectly uniform black—didn’t seem to have been marred in the slightest.

Movement from the demon snapped Alyssa back to her current problem. At first, she tensed, ready to jump back or even attack. But the demon wasn’t acting hostile despite having been blasted with an Annihilator beam.

Instead, she reached up to her mask and undid those buckles near her ear. The mask covering the lower half of her face hung limp from the opposite side.

Alyssa wasn’t quite sure what she had expected to be under the mask. Aside from the glowing part, the eye was relatively normal, as was the skin around it. Somehow, she still expected to find a forked tongue, sharp teeth, or maybe a gaping maw not unlike the pit itself. Instead, there was just a normal mouth beneath. One with black-painted lips, which Alyssa had to wonder about in comparison to Tenebrael, but nothing so unusual as to be notable. In fact, there was really only one notable thing about the whole situation.

“So you can take that mask off yourself.”

“Indeed. I have a lot more… control around here,” she said, dropping the l-sound at the end of control. Alyssa wasn’t quite sure what accent that was—maybe something from England—but hadn’t heard anything like it around Nod.

“Uh huh. So you couldn’t have taken it off back at the bedehouse?”

“No comment.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together for a moment, glaring. “Is this the part where you try to convince me to leave without calling down the Astral Authority?”

The true demon sighed. “Tenebrael is short-sighted as always. She won’t be able to use us to distract the Astral Authority for long. It’s swings and roundabouts, really.”

“Oh yes. Of course. How convincing. I’ll just pack up and head back home then.”

“You don’t have to believe me.”

“Didn’t need you to tell me that,” Alyssa said through grit teeth. Her eyes flicked around for any of the approaching feral infected. The Annihilators seemed to have killed every infected that had been headed in her direction. At least those who had made it up to the surface. There were still more down in the pit climbing up. The true demon was probably intending to stall until they arrived and could further try to stop Alyssa.

It was a war of attrition. She only had so many Annihilator spells. As long as the demon didn’t send all of them up at once, Alyssa would lose. There was no other way around it. The Annihilators would keep her safe from a few waves, but there were more. So many more than just a few waves’ worth of infected.

She didn’t know how long that would take, but she didn’t want to find out.

“You’re the one stopping the Astral Authority from finding you? And keeping Tenebrael’s magic from working?” The scythe through both the portal and the mystic circles was a pretty big giveaway, but Alyssa just thought she would ask.

“Astute,” she said.

Alyssa rolled her eyes.

“I thought I would buy us a moment to chat before you made a mistake.”

“Oh chat. Yes. Lovely. Maybe you should have chatted at any of our other encounters. Now isn’t really the best time,” Alyssa said, flicking her eyes toward the pit. A few infected were climbing up using their bare hands. Which did not go over so well for them. The earth was still red hot. Alyssa wasn’t sure if they felt pain—the Taker had been wandering around nearly headless for a good while without complaint—but their skin sizzled and burned. In some cases, it even fused with the molten rock. One infected toppled backward, falling right back into the pit it had just climbed out from.

Spectral Chains launched from Alyssa’s fingertips. The demon made no move to dodge or counter the spell. The ethereal chains wrapped around her, pulling her arms tight to her sides. She looked down at herself with a detached curiosity.

“Is this really necessary?”

“If you keep interfering. Tenebrael! Dominion of Nod. Hear my request for these woeful demons…”

“Wouldn’t you rather join us? Tenebrael is a bumbling fool who cannot offer what you desire.”

“What? A bit of extra strength and a lot of excess drooling? I could drool on myself just fine right now if I wanted,” Alyssa said with a shake of her head. “Grant that I may bring forth your glory to this forsaken land…”

“Power—”

“Not enticing. I have enough and I’ve seen the slime you call power in the infected. To all my efforts as I exercise the authority that has been granted to me…”

“A way home?”

The next words were hesitant to come forth. The growing mystic circles in the air around them even froze momentarily. A way home… She could see her father and brother again. Reunite her mother and father. But as soon as the thought entered her mind, Alyssa shook her head. It was probably true that the demon could send her home. Tenebrael had said as much. They wouldn’t lie, but the truths they told would benefit themselves first, everyone else never.

“A joy. A rapture unforeseen. For now the sky is all serene…”

“Immortality?”

“You should at least promise something real,” Alyssa said, suddenly wondering if Tenebrael had been correct in her assessment of demons and the truth. “I’ve killed dozens of your infected. We require strife and conflict to draw our enemies nearby.”

“Is that really what you think you’ve done? True, their mortal bodies were destroyed. The important parts were saved. Rescued from utter damnation within Tenebrael’s gullet or the harsh mechanisms of the Throne.”

“I’m sure those corrupted balls of tar are happy being tortured for eternity. Tenebrael! Hang your ensign high above! Set the sky all ablaze!”

The bubble of mystic circles and Enochian text exploded outward as soon as Alyssa finished speaking. Several more infected tumbled back into the pit as a wave rushed along the ground. A blaze of Tenebrael’s black-white magic lit up the sky. It wasn’t quite the same as the mystic circle that had appeared over Lyria, but the sky filled with miraculous clockwork.

Alyssa felt it immediately. A warmth. The gnawing horror that came from being so close to the pit vanished. Tenebrael’s glory flooded through her.

With a triumphant grin, Alyssa dropped her gaze from the sky back to the demon in front of her.

Only for her grin to falter.

The true demon was smiling as well. A calm, serene smile.

“It is only torture if you find life itself to be torture,” the demon said as if there weren’t portals appearing in the sky all around them. She seemed utterly unconcerned with the Astral Authority showing up on her doorstep. “But you’ve been fighting against those who would harm others ever since arriving in this world. You’ve merely been misled by this world’s Dominion into thinking that she is the righteous one. You haven’t forgotten how you met her, have you? She eats souls, collects human sacrifice, toys with and belittles you.”

A Patience dived down, aiming its spear directly for the still-bound true demon.

Alyssa didn’t have a moment to think let alone react.

But she didn’t need to.

Black needle-like daggers pierced straight through the back of the Patience’s head and shattered porcelain mask as they emerged. A blur crashed into it from above, slamming it into the molten glass of the gouge. The humanoid form blurred again before landing next to the true demon.

“Hello again,” the nasally voice of the Taker said, eyes burning embers but otherwise looking perfectly normal. A slash of his hand severed the ethereal chains that bound the true demon.

“We really have the same goal,” the demon continued as if nothing had happened, ignoring the ghostly links as they fell away from her body. “The souls I collect are replaced into better bodies. Stronger bodies. Ones that need not suffer through the mundanity of life, yet can still participate in all the pleasures and experiences that life offers. Don’t you want to save life, Alyssa?”
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                “Don’t you want to save life, Alyssa?” The true demon maintained eye contact for a moment before another Patience swooped down. The Taker readied himself, but a flash of the scythe took its head off before he could react. “Just something to think about, I suppose. It seems I have a mess to clean up.” Reaching up, the true demon redid the buckles of her mask. As soon as it was in place, she jumped. Another flash of her scythe took off the wings of a Diligence, but the blade sparked against the shield-like chitin of a Chastity.

Movement from the Taker had Alyssa on guard. A scythe was in her hands instantly. If it weren’t for Kasita and Izsha being in the distance behind his back, he would have eaten an Annihilator already.

“Quite a surprising end to our last encounter,” he said in an entirely cordial tone of voice.

“Did you enjoy your trip to the moon?”

“Can’t say I got to experience much of it before dying.”

“We could always try again.”

His burning eyes flicked down to the group of cards before returning to Alyssa’s face. “Perhaps next time. It would inconvenience my lady if I were to die here and I imagine that she isn’t through with you yet. Killing you would probably upset her, as much as I would like to.”

Alyssa grit her teeth, staring at him without letting herself relax. He still spoke in that haughty tone that was diminished by his nasally voice. She could still hear him berate her for walking into the Waters Street prison cell in the hidden elvish passage before flinging his daggers in her direction. And his sword…

Unconsciously, Alyssa moved a hand over her stomach. He didn’t carry the same sword he had disemboweled her with in an alternate reality. That sword was probably vaporized or perhaps even embedded in the moon. His new sword was a single-edged black blade with red tattoos all up the flat.

A tittering sort of laugher made Alyssa tense.

His eyes were on her hand.

“Besides,” he said, tilting his head back up. “I never really enjoyed the torture, believe it or not. It was the hunt and the fights I liked. Something that became increasingly less common as my notoriety grew. I never felt more alive than when I was cleaning up the area around Owlcroft when the pit first formed. Wouldn’t have imagined that I would end up on the other side, but I can be thankful that I have a new enemy to fight. One that no mortal has ever fought. I’m… excited.”

Ugh. “If you’re going to go, then go.” Alyssa really didn’t want to get in a fight while on a precipice of molten earth, especially not with a demonic Taker. He had almost killed her last time and that was with him insane and her with several allies. Trying her luck fighting him with the feral infected still around and the Astral Authority was just stupid.

“Until we meet again,” he said, offering a mocking salute as he jumped into the fray following the true demon.

Who he had called ‘my lady’ a moment ago. Was the true demon Her? The so-called monster lord? A fallen angel who thought it would be better to rule in Hell than serve the Throne?

Alyssa shuddered, glad that there seemed to be some restrictions on that thing. There had to be restrictions. If there weren’t, Alyssa was sure that she would be dead or worse.

And there definitely was a worse. Her or whatever she was could spout about saving life all she wanted. Her infected killed plenty of people if they weren’t contained. And the infected themselves, even if the Taker was acting normal, Alyssa could still question whether or not he actually had free will. The feral infected definitely were not anything like their former selves.

With the Taker and the true demon out of the way, and her mission apparently accomplished, Alyssa started running. The leader of the demons either didn’t have very good control over her minions or she didn’t care that a good ten infected were still chasing around Kasita and Izsha instead of helping her against the Astral Authority.

The Astral Authority was out in force as well. When Alyssa had accidentally put up the massive mystic circle above Lyria, she had seen at most twenty at once. Several more had died, crashing down to Earth, but their numbers never exceeded two dozen.

Here and now, the sky was bright gold with the light from their aureole. At first, it had just been one or two. When the Taker had shown up, it had been a dozen. When the true demon had left, it had been several dozen. Now, she couldn’t even count how many. They, thankfully, seemed to be leaving her alone at the moment. The demons and the burning sky had their attention for now.

Though the burning sky didn’t actually seem to be doing anything. Equanimities were using their massive forms to try to extinguish it, but it wasn’t doing much back to them. There was a large black emblem in the middle of the bright white flames. An emblem remarkably similar to the tattoos Tenebrael had on her face. It was likely the ensign that Alyssa had mentioned in her request to Tenebrael. She honestly hadn’t known what she was blabbing about at the time. She was just glad that it had finally worked.

And she honestly didn’t care that it wasn’t attacking them. It just meant that the demons would have more to handle.

With this, Illuna should be relatively safe for the time being too. She wasn’t sure where their guards or watchers should have been to keep an eye on the situation. Alyssa hadn’t crossed any gates or forts. But the demons that were wandering away from Owlcroft would hopefully be drawn right back into it.

Though she wasn’t sure that their numbers would decrease. Not so long as the true demon was around to apparently give them new bodies and life. And if that demon truly was who Alyssa thought she was, she probably wouldn’t get taken out anytime soon.

The moment that thought crossed her mind, light flooded across the skeletons of Owlcroft. For a moment, she thought that Tenebrael or Iosefael had descended onto the battlefield with their halo equipped. But the hue of the light was off. And the feeling as well. Halo light from Tenebrael had always been a comforting warmth deep within Alyssa’s chest even when it was a blinding omni-directional laser beam to regular sight. This was a dark almost orange-yellow that did not add to any comfort provided by the burning sky.

Shielding her eyes with her arm, Alyssa watched a truly massive portal open high in the sky. Equanimity portals were already roughly the size of small houses. This thing looked like an apartment complex appearing in the middle of the air, even at what had to be a large distance.

A… being emerged. Slowly. It moved as if it were wading through water. Or even molasses. A white-gloved hand reached out, grasping the edge of the portal as if it were a simple doorway. Soon enough a body followed the hand from the starry expanse beyond the portal. At first, it looked humanoid. Two arms. Two legs. A torso with a head set on top. It even had long white hair billowing in the wind, though its face was entirely androgynous. A blindfold hid its eyes, further obscuring its features. An aureole much like that of the rest of the Astral Authority stretched in a high arc from shoulder to shoulder behind its head.

The more Alyssa stared, the less she could make sense of the being. It held a sword in one hand and carried a set of scales in the other, but the hand that had grasped the edge of the portal had clearly been empty. It didn’t have three arms or anything of the like, but it seemed to shift in and out of being. One moment, Alyssa would be following the line of its arm with her eyes, only to discover a leg coming off the end. But it still held onto the sword in a regular hand.

Six feathered wings followed it out of the portal. Once completely clear, the shimmering edges collapsed into nothingness, leaving it on Nod, alone.

At seeing those six wings, Alyssa feared the worst. That she had somehow called down a Seraphim. One was supposed to lead the Astral Authority, after all. But the aureole in place of a proper halo and how stiff and fake its androgynous face was gave its true nature away. From Iosefael’s descriptions of the Astral Authority, this had to be a Cardinal Virtue of Justice. One of the four high ranked leaders of the Astral Authority, second only to the Seraphim.

Iosefael had neglected to mention its size.

Infected launched themselves at it, led by the true demon. More than just the Taker were fighting with weapons and intelligence. Alyssa didn’t know what separated them from the ferals, but, as far as she could tell, almost none of the ferals were attacking in formation with the others. They were left to fight the Patiences and other minor members of the Astral Authority with their bare hands.

Bodies were falling all across the edges of the pit. Both of the fake-angel variety and of the infected. The true demon was teleporting around like a madwoman. One moment, she would be splitting a Diligence in two. The next, she would be scything the soul of one of her fallen comrades through the pentagram. As soon as her scythe touched the body, she would vanish again, appearing high up to try to slice through the Justice’s blindfold.

“Alyssa!”

Alyssa snapped her head toward Kasita’s shout, pulling her attention off the battle, only to find herself face to face with a Kindness.

The bubbling, boiling eyes stared at her. Its porcelain mask wasn’t even facing directly toward her, but she could tell that its full attention was on her and nowhere else.

The scythe, still in Alyssa’s hands from her brief encounter with the true demon and the Taker, spun in her hands, slicing straight through the center of the Kindness.

Nothing happened. It stayed right where it was. No soul came out of the creature. Her scythe came out as clean as it had gone in. There wasn’t even resistance in attacking the Kindness as there was with infected. It took Alyssa a moment to realize why.

The Astral Authority didn’t show up to her sense of souls. They didn’t have souls. Spectral Axe killed by separating the soul from the body. Of course it would do nothing to a literally soulless being.

“Tenebrael,” Alyssa said, dismissing the scythe and drawing her pistol. “Bring down the hammer of wrath on the—”

Alyssa stumbled in a sudden blast of wind.

The Justice raised its sword. The mere motion of the sword lifting into the air was enough to send out a strong enough breeze to nearly knock her over. If that sword came back down…

Thoughts of the Kindness fled from her mind as her stomach plummeted. Her mind scrambled through the spells she had on hand. Anything that might protect herself and her friends from what very well might end up more destructive than a dozen Annihilators.

And she was drawing up a blank. Projectile Reflection might help against some debris and detritus. But she doubted it would prevent her from being buried underneath an avalanche of earth. Let alone the possible damage from the sword hitting them directly.

There wasn’t time to ask Tenebrael to stop time. Spell cards were instant. Sitting about making a request was not.

Sucking in a breath, Alyssa activated the one Time spell she had.

Accelero.

Everything slowed down. It didn’t come to the complete standstill that happened when Tenebrael’s magic stopped time, but things still slowed down drastically. Even the true demon’s instant flashes of her scythe were more like long sweeping arcs that took actual time. The Justice, who already looked like it was moving through molasses because of its size, did look almost completely stopped with its sword high in the air overhead.

Alyssa didn’t actually feel any different herself. Waving a hand in front of her face felt a little funny. Like she was trying to push through water. The air was a bit harder to breathe as well. Neither thing happened during Tenebrael’s time stop. It was a little concerning. Alyssa didn’t feel like she wasn’t getting enough oxygen, but if she passed out here, she might as well shoot herself and get it over with.

Deciding to not waste more of what was possibly very limited time, Alyssa stepped around the Kindness. Its eyes tried to track her movements, but were lagging behind enough that one single step to the side was enough to move her out of its direct line of sight. If not for its dozens of eyes around its entire body, a second step would likely have moved her well outside its peripheral.

Alyssa’s slow steps picked up into a sluggish run as she crossed the distance to her friends. As she ran, she spoke.

“Tenebrael, your emblem burns in the sky, burning brightly. With it there, enemies have arrived. We need deliver—”

Another gust of wind took the words right out of Alyssa’s mouth. Literally. With the way the air felt like thick soup, it felt like a whole half of her body had been struck at once. Like she had fallen on her side without making any effort to right herself.

Panic welled up as she feared that the effects of Accelero had ended. But… that wasn’t true at all. Izsha and Kasita were almost completely unmoving. The feral that was grasping for Izsha’s tail wasn’t even touching the ground, yet it was falling so slowly that Alyssa could take a relaxing nap, wake up, brush her teeth, and even have a shower and breakfast before it hit the ground. That was definitely because of Accelero.

The Astral Authority were frozen too. The Kindness that Alyssa had just passed was still trying to turn to keep her in its primary focus. But it was moving only a little faster than the falling infected.

Alyssa turned to look at the Cardinal Virtue of Justice. Its sword was still high in the air, but it had turned almost a full quarter of the way around. It had turned just enough to stare directly in Alyssa’s direction, even tilting its head downward.

That motion must have been what caused the wind this time. And it moved in response to her trying to formulate another request to Tenebrael. Alyssa had thought that they would leave her alone for the moment. At least while all the demons and the pit were around. But no. It was clearly focused on her. And, with how it had moved despite the effects of Accelero, it could probably drop that sword at any moment.

But it didn’t.

It waited. Watched. Observed. Perhaps it wondered if Tenebrael would appear if Alyssa finished a request.

Alyssa clamped her mouth shut.

Better to find a way to escape under her own power than to draw attention by relying on Tenebrael. She needed the Astral Authority to stay here and carry out their duty with the demons.

The demons…

Alyssa’s eyes widened as she stared up at the Justice. And what was in front of the Justice.

The true demon was spinning end over end, flying directly toward her. And she wasn’t moving in slow motion. The only reason she had time to think at all was because of how far away the height of that monster was. The true demon had been knocked down from far overhead.

Maybe the motion had actually been to smack her out of the sky.

So Alyssa thought as she took three steps forward before diving to the ground.

Earth exploded high into the air. Some particles flew higher than buildings. But, as the explosion reached its peak, the dirt slowed. It just hung at the top of its arch. Accelero and its time manipulating powers made the earth stop moving. Or, it stopped moving from Alyssa’s perspective.

Groaning, Alyssa got back to her feet. With a glare, she looked to the person-sized crater, not sure if she was hoping for the true demon’s death or for the demon to survive so that she could go distract the Astral Authority some more.

In the funnel of dirt, the true demon stood upright, oversized scythe resting on her shoulder. Tilting her head from one side to the other let out a series of snaps and crackles. Slowly, her head turned toward Alyssa. What had once been dull embers burning in her sole visible eye was now a blazing beam of red light.

“It’s hard enough to predict that thing’s movements as is,” she said. “Try to avoid doing anything that forces it to move unexpectedly, hmm?” Her voice was strange. Whereas before, she merely spoke with an odd accent, she now spoke at a completely different pitch. And her words were clipped together, almost slurred.

Accelero. It had to be. She was speaking so fast that, even to the altered flow of time that Alyssa was experiencing, it sounded almost normal.

She couldn’t help but shudder. Someone… Some thing that could do that at will just to say a few meaningless words had to be a fearsome opponent. It called her earlier fight against the Patience in Lyria into question. Had she just been messing around? Maybe even toying with that Patience in order to get Alyssa to attack it?

Alyssa couldn’t understand the thoughts of these demons in the slightest.

But she did not want to end up in combat with one. Not a true one, anyway.

Brushing a bit of dirt off her shoulder, the demon crouched and jumped straight out from the funnel of earth.

The Justice started lowering its sword.

A mile-long blade of metal was coming down right where the demon had just been.

Right where Alyssa was now.

The slight hope that the demon would intercept it vanished as she flew straight past the metal to strike at the Justice’s blindfolded face. She struck with enough force to rock the Justice backward, but that sword was still coming down.

Alyssa grit her teeth. Raising an arm, she did the only thing she could think to do.

Every single Annihilator spell burned through the sky as one brilliant beam, either unaffected by Accelero or moving so fast that it didn’t matter. It was bright to the point where she couldn’t see anything. Even closing her eyes made it seem like she was staring into the LED highbeams of one of those oversized trucks in the middle of the night.

Despite the blistering heat from the spell, it was a small comfort. At least, if the blade was still moving through all that, she wouldn’t be able to see it coming. It would just kill her instantly without anything to worry over.

The ground twisted and shuddered under Alyssa’s feet in a magnitude of earthquake that she had never felt before. She hit the ground about as hard as the demon had, though her crater wasn’t as big. Scorching air rushed over her a moment later, burning her exposed skin. Bits of earth as large as baseballs flew off instead of striking her thanks to Projectile Reflection.

When the spots in her eyes cleared, she found the Justice still there, still high in the air, but it had rocked over to a forty-five degree angle. The sword was over its head, buried into the earth on the far side of the pit, almost exactly opposite from where Alyssa had been. It was slowly trying to right itself, but the demon was standing on its face, slamming her heel into it over and over again. With each kick, it lost a tiny bit of progress.

It wasn’t going to be able to use its sword again. Not for a few minutes at least.

Now was the time to get out.

Alyssa got to her feet, shaking and trembling. She sucked in the air, trying to inhale enough oxygen to survive. It wasn’t easy. The air was hot. Hotter than any sauna she had ever been in. And drier as well. She just had to make it to Izsha and Kasita, and then…

Looking in the direction she had been headed, Alyssa’s breath hitched.

Izsha and Kasita were nowhere to be found.
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                Izsha and Kasita. Gone.

The feral demons that had been chasing them were gone as well.

Between her heart stopping from shock and motion from the Justice startling her, it took Alyssa a few moments to comprehend just what happened.

Looking around, it was obvious. The remains of Owlcroft, skeletal as they were, had been torn up and partially buried. Formerly upright posts and columns of cobblestone were lying on their side. Chunks of earth ranging from the size of dust to beach balls pockmarked the land. The funnel of dirt created by the demon crashing into the earth and the small bubble where Alyssa had been with her Projectile Reflection were the only two completely untouched areas, though it was debatable whether or not the funnel counted as untouched.

Alyssa followed the trail of the blast. The clods of earth were clearly splattered against the ground in a specific pattern leading directly away from where the Justice’s sword had slammed into the earth on the opposite side of the pit. She started wandering, moving, searching. The blast couldn’t have vaporized them. She wasn’t even sure if Kasita could be vaporized. Regardless, she, despite the thickness of the air, hadn’t been blown away.

Then again, she had fallen flat against the ground. That might have saved her from being picked up and carried off by the wind of the blast. Kasita had no weight to her. She would have fluttered off like a kite. Izsha, on the other hand, was much denser, but would also have had a difficult time getting low to the ground, even if the earthquake had knocked it to the ground.

There!

A hundred feet from where they had been, Izsha was frozen in the middle of the air. It was hard to tell whether or not there was any rotation in the dinosaur’s form with the slow rate of movement. If Izsha continued without rotating, its back would slam down into the ground, probably skidding as it did so.

Izsha was high in the air, Alyssa found as she got closer. Too high to reach by jumping. And, now closer, Alyssa couldn’t spot Kasita anywhere. Being a mimic, Alyssa probably should have expected that. Kasita probably instinctively switched forms to something small and protected. Alyssa had seen it happen more than once.

So she burned a spell card. Unseen Sight. Which would normally make a red haze over any hidden or invisible monsters. Shadow assassins appeared as a red blob and Kasita, when in a small form, usually appeared like a rock outlined with red smoke.

Alyssa couldn’t see anything nearby. Up, down, back where Izsha’s trajectory came from, or anywhere else…

A Message might work. But probably not while Accelero was active.

Before that, Alyssa had to figure out a way to get Izsha down safely. There weren’t any obvious wounds. But that blast had to have been moving at a high speed for her to have felt it with Accelero. Unless there was some odd divine interference that was making Accelero act abnormally. Or possibly Alyssa doing something that made Accelero strange, something like what happened with Annihilator. There were too many possibilities for strangeness with the Astral Authority, demons, infected, the staff, and Alyssa herself.

Though the staff was missing. The strings that had kept it attached to Izsha’s saddle were dangling, snapped. Alyssa didn’t know when it had gone missing. Maybe even when she had fallen from Izsha’s back. Whenever it was, the staff was gone now.

Which was bad. If the staff was still around, it might have helped to protect Izsha. And Izsha needed that protection.

Even with no obvious wounds, someone didn’t go flying through the air like Izsha was without getting hurt.

She started with some simple spells. Lighten Load. Then a Levitate in the hopes that the upward force would at least somewhat counteract the downward fall. Neither actually had an effect as far as Alyssa could see, but that was probably because of Accelero.

She would have to end the spell to try to get Izsha down and to contact Kasita.

Before she could try, another gust of wind, much lighter than any others, pushed her hair back over her head.

The Justice moved again. The demon managed to beat it down to an almost perfectly horizontal position. Its size was great enough to stretch clear over the opening of the pit. The back of its head was buried in part of the scar that Alyssa had created with some Annihilators—the molten earth was a dead giveaway, though she couldn’t remember which blast actually caused the crater on the far side of the pit.

But the Justice had apparently had enough. It still held the sword with one hand, still embedded in the ground. Its other hand still gripped the scales. But, in that strange way it had managed to grab the side of the portal as it emerged, it had one of its hands around the body of the demon.

The size difference was staggering. Its hand fully wrapped around the demon’s body. The scythe was poking out between two of its fingers. That and the tip of a black-leather boot sticking out the bottom was the only evidence of the demon.

And yet, the demon was fighting back. The demon hadn’t been crushed. Even at this distance, she could see the fist slowly being pried open.

As long as neither was focused on her…

Taking a breath, Alyssa moved to position herself far outside Izsha’s landing path. The thought to try to catch a Lightened Load draken had crossed her mind, but she couldn’t be sure that Lighten Load would lighten it to that extent. And if Alyssa wound up plastered against the ground, it wouldn’t help either of them. Besides that, with Projectile Reflection active, she might end up sending Izsha bounding right back where she had come from. The sudden vector switch would probably not be comfortable for any living being.

After making sure that she wasn’t going to be hit by any other large pieces of debris—of which there were many still in the air, thankfully mostly around the sword—Alyssa ended Accelero.

The sound hit her first. A rumbling thunderous explosion echoed from everywhere all at once. Rushing wind that had been almost perfectly still a moment ago just about lifted her off her feet.

Izsha practically disappeared with how fast the draken flew off.

Managing to keep her balance long enough to get used to the wind, Alyssa started sprinting to Izsha, watching as the draken slowly fell toward the ground while still moving at a high speed. It was slowing. Lighten Load was probably to thank for that. Less weight meant that the wind could push Izsha around a lot more. Unfortunately, much of that wind was pushing in the wrong direction.

If it was speeding Izsha up more than otherwise…

Izsha finally hit the ground just before the river. It didn’t stay on the ground, but rather just bumped against it before bouncing back up. Izsha came down a second time in the river itself. Water geysered into the air, but the draken still didn’t stop, skipping off the water like a stone. It did significantly slow the draken down, however. Izsha crashed into the bank of the river. High enough that there wasn’t a chance for drowning, but on the opposite side from Alyssa.

Dirt, rocks, and other debris slammed into the area around Izsha. Even right into its side.

Alyssa cast a Lighten Load on herself and jumped. With the wind at her back, she cleared the river in a single bound. She actually went too far, clearing Izsha with ease. Canceling Lighten Load early made her drop like a rock for ten feet, but she was ready for it and doing so saved her from fifty feet of running back.

As soon as she reached Izsha, Alyssa stopped short. She had expected Izsha to get back to its feet, shake itself off, and be generally alright. Draken were strong. Their scales were better than Brakkt’s armor. A little tumble through the air was nothing to them.

Izsha hadn’t moved.

Scales were pelted with dirt, bent and broken in some places. Missing in others. Blood, thick and red, dribbled down from those holes and merged with mud and dirt caking Izsha’s body. Both legs and Izsha’s tail were bending at angles that they clearly weren’t supposed to bend at. The saddle was gone. Lost somewhere, probably at that first bounce.

It didn’t look good. Was Izsha even breathing? Alyssa couldn’t tell. The draken was lying on its side, utterly unmoving. Including at the mouth and chest.

But Tenebrael had fixed worse.

Alyssa, taking a breath, held out her hands, resting them on Izsha’s side. At one point in time, she had been vehemently against asking Tenebrael for boons or favors. Relying on the angel had seemed like the absolute worst idea. But now… Now… With Izsha lying in a crumpled mess, Alyssa couldn’t help but hope that the true demon had been wrong about Tenebrael toying with her.

“Tenebrael! I beseech you to save my companion.”

A white feather drifted through the air in front of Alyssa’s face.

She stood instantly. Izsha was big enough that she could keep one hand on Izsha while half-turning to her side. Her pistol was in her hand in an instant. She didn’t even consciously draw it, but it was out and aimed at Iosefael’s head.

Those cross-shaped pupils looked mournful, sympathetic, and yet cold at the same time. The angel was here to carry out her duty. Nothing more.

“Don’t touch Izsha.”

“Alyssa…” The angel had the gall to give her a wan smile.

“Don’t you dare.”

“It will only cause the poor relic more pain at this point.”

“Its body isn’t that badly hurt. Izsha can’t be dead yet. Tenebrael has healed worse.”

“You’re wrong about that. And not even Tenebrael can fix death.”

“Then I will fix it!” Alyssa roared.

Iosefael pressed her lips together. In a flutter of feathers, she moved forward, dodging the gun, and wrapped her arms around Alyssa. “I know how you feel. I mean. I don’t know how you feel, but I have watched a lot of humans over the years. Given my job, a lot of those watchings were around times of death. So I have a pretty good idea of things. And you have a pretty good idea of things too. You have enough insight to know that leaving a soul in a body is… unpleasant.”

“It’s only been a few moments,” Alyssa said. “We just have to straighten Izsha’s spine. Maybe put some air in those lungs and get things moving again.”

“If only it were that simple. The body and the soul are inexorably linked. Until death. Upon death, the body and soul fall out of synchronization. They stop resonating. Even if you put the physical body back together, that synchronization is still broken. I cannot fix it. Tenebrael can’t fix it. You can’t fix it. You’ve seen what happens when a soul is placed into a body that it has no synchronization with. I know you have.”

The bodies on Earth. Jason, Chris, and her own mother. Or their body doubles, anyway. Without fail, all three had started screaming and panicking. They had been in obvious pain in their brief moments as other people.

“You have to let go eventually,” Iosefael said, sagely.

But… would that have held true even if they had been put into their own bodies? At the time, she had thought that the pain and despair had come either from experiencing death itself or from waking up in a body not their own. Either one sounded like deeply traumatizing experiences, but…

“Death is a part of life.”

“Why?”

“What?”

“Why does death have to be a part of life?”

“Alyssa…”

Iosefael was lying. Or ignorant. Or something. There was proof on this very world that her statement wasn’t true. And that proof was Irulon and the dragon. They shared a body. Irulon spoke with the dragon. They both existed in one body. Sure, their souls kept tearing each other apart, but they both were still clearly and obviously alive. At least for the moment. Perhaps it was only temporary. Perhaps one would subsume the other.

What would happen then? Could the dragon subsume Irulon? Would, at that point, Irulon’s body become that of the dragon’s? The last time Alyssa had looked, the two souls looked roughly even in their endless fight. Over a month, that hadn’t changed much. At least not in a way that she could notice. Perhaps a proper angel would be able to tell the difference.

While she could see the problem with one body sharing two souls, a single body having one soul shouldn’t be a problem at all.

Desynchronization? What did that even mean? When a human heart fell out of rhythm, a defibrillator shocked it back into rhythm. So all she needed was a divine defibrillator. If she managed to synchronize the body and the soul, whatever that meant…

“Fix the body.”

“Alyssa, you’re only—”

“That wasn’t a request,” Alyssa said, eyes blazing as she locked eyes with Iosefael. “Fix the body. I know you can do it. You’ll probably do it much better than I can. Do it and I won’t kill you.”

“You can’t. I’m a divine—”

“Do you really want to take that gamble? I do a lot of strange things. I don’t know why I do them, but neither do you. Nor does Tenebrael. So who is to say that a bullet from my gun won’t hurt a divine being?”

“But…”

“Just do it. And if this doesn’t work… I won’t stand in the way of you removing Izsha’s soul.”

Iosefael let out a long sigh. “If it will make you feel better…”

Alyssa watched Iosefael’s wings carefully as the angel moved to stand over Izsha’s body. Every time an angel had shown up to relieve corpses of their souls, they had used their wings to extract those souls. If Iosefael’s wings even twitched in Izsha’s direction… Well, her finger was on the trigger for a reason.

But the angel didn’t do anything of the sort. Iosefael simply extended a hand, much the same as Alyssa had just done before being interrupted, and hummed to herself. There were no words or mystic circles popping up. As Alyssa watched, Izsha’s body mended together. The twisted tail and legs snapped back into position. The sound made Alyssa shudder, but she didn’t close her eyes. Blood vanished from the scales and the scales bent back to be in line with all the others. Both Izsha’s back and neck apparently required some straightening as well. After that, Alyssa didn’t see any further changes, but Iosefael kept her hand on Izsha’s side for another minute.

Izsha started breathing again. There was a clear rise and fall in its chest. It gave Alyssa a momentary hope, but closing her eyes and concentrating revealed a completely inert soul.

When Iosefael did take a step back, she looked to Alyssa with another wan smile. “See. Everything is back to normal, but the body and soul are still not in synchronization.”

“Then it’s my turn to try something,” Alyssa said as she moved back to where she had been standing before Iosefael appeared. “Just go find some other souls to collect or whatever,” she added with a wave of her hand to the rest of the battlefield.

“The Astral Authority do not possess souls.” Iosefael’s voice carried a haughty note that Alyssa couldn’t remember hearing from her as she continued. “And the demons aren’t my job.”

Shaking her head, Alyssa shrugged. “Then just don’t do… anything. Actually, if you could go find Kasita and just let me know that she is still alive, I would appreciate it. I can’t imagine her illusory body took any damage, but I don’t know where she is and it is worrying me.”

“Ten minutes,” Iosefael said after a short pause. “I’ll go look around, but I will be back in ten minutes. If whatever you’re doing hasn’t worked by then… Trust me when I say that it is better for the relic to do things the proper way.”

Iosefael spread her wings far and wide, keeping them away from Izsha. In a moment, she was gone. She didn’t vanish, she merely took flight.

As long as she wasn’t going to try anything, Alyssa didn’t really care. She focused on Izsha. “Tenebrael. I need help. Real actual help this time. Not just a quick door to save a few days of travel. Not a weapon. I’m not even asking for a sign to revitalize faith in your followers. I’m asking for help. Iosefael thinks you can’t do it. Maybe you can’t. Maybe it’s one of those things. A restriction that you can’t even think about doing let alone actually enacting. But you know what? That doesn’t matter.

“Because I am here.”

Wind at Alyssa’s back just about threw her over the top of Izsha’s body. The Justice had moved again. Alyssa didn’t know where to, but she didn’t look to find out. There were mystic circles appearing in the air. Alyssa’s fingernails were jet black. But the miracle wasn’t done yet. The mystic circles weren’t doing anything other than hovering about.

“You don’t have to do anything to Izsha directly. I’ll do all the work. I guess that all I’m really asking is for a little guidance. I need you to hold my hand while I do this.

“You told me once that you want to screw up that book? I don’t know when Izsha’s name got written in it, or how many revisions the book went under, but I have no doubt that it is there now. I imagine that you and Iosefael think that it is set in stone. Our experiment with Irulon showed that I can manipulate the book. I can force it to rewrite the future. But you know what? Why not rewrite the past as well.

“You want to screw up the book? Well, so do I,” Alyssa hissed, grinning a grim grin.

As she grinned, she closed her eyes.

Izsha’s soul was right in front of her. It was a familiar thing. Different species all had different styles of souls. As demons had a sticky-tar-like nature to them, Izsha had a scaled nature. It might have been all in Alyssa’s head—a projection of reality onto something in the metaphysical realm—but that was just what Alyssa saw. She had never before looked directly at Izsha’s soul, but she still knew what it looked like. Izsha was often around when Alyssa looked for souls.

It wasn’t interacting with anything. The same state as most corpses that Alyssa had seen were in. An obvious sign of death.

Although Izsha’s body was the only one in front of her, Alyssa saw other things with her eyes closed.

Mystic circles.

She had honestly not ever thought to try looking through her soul-sight while doing Tenebrael things, so she wasn’t sure if that was normal or not. But she had a feeling. Perhaps it was her imagination, perhaps it was Tenebrael.

Alyssa leaned forward with her eyes still closed, pressing both arms through two mystic circles that seemed placed in just the proper position for such a movement.

While searching for souls, Alyssa couldn’t look down at herself. She normally saw nothing of her own soul. If not for Tenebrael’s confirmation, she might have still worried that she was missing a soul for whatever reason. But… with her hands through the mystic circles, ethereal gloves hovered in the air above Izsha’s soul.

Experimentally, she reached down and brushed one hand over the scaled soul in front of her.

A sudden warmth filled Alyssa to her very core. It was the same warmth that Tenebrael or Iosefael or even Adrael’s staff produced. But it was so much more intense. A comforting warmth that was like the sun on a gentle day. Until this moment, she had thought that Tenebrael’s ensign had eliminated all of that despairing aura of the pit.

Alyssa could feel just how wrong that thought had been. With her hand on Izsha’s soul, every trace of despair fled before them. Confidence filled Alyssa to the very brim.

And Izsha’s soul reacted. A little bit of it broke off, moving toward Alyssa. It quickly faded out of view, but the interaction was reciprocated. Alyssa didn’t feel anything from herself, but a bit of soul that had to be hers moved back to Izsha, joining with it.

Emboldened by seeing a positive reaction, Alyssa pressed both hands into Izsha’s soul. She didn’t know exactly what to do, but she had seen plenty of souls, both living and those that had passed on before an angel collected them. She knew roughly what souls should be like in living bodies.

Doctors on Earth had a fairly rarely performed procedure where a patient undergoing cardiac arrest would have their heart physically massaged by a surgeon. Alyssa honestly didn’t know if what she was doing could be likened to that, but she started massaging the soul anyway.

She had just gotten started when another tremble in the ground broke her concentration.

Her eyes snapped open.

Both of her hands were deep inside Izsha’s body. There wasn’t any blood or even an incision. The mystic circles in the air made a barrier right at the surface of the scales. Beyond that, Alyssa’s hands just… disappeared.

Izsha’s eyes were open.

They hadn’t been open before. Not even after Iosefael’s healing. The sole slit-pupiled eye rolled in Izsha’s head until it focused on Alyssa. And it definitely focused. There was no real emotion behind it. None that Alyssa could detect, anyway. So much of Izsha’s body language came from the rest of its body that Alyssa wasn’t sure how to interpret whatever glance it was giving her.

Was Izsha in pain? If she had a human mouth, would she be screaming like that first body double that Tenebrael had produced? Were things getting better as Alyssa massaged the soul?

“Just… hold on, Izsha.” The eye moving was a good sign. It had to be. If Izsha were in pain, there would be noise, thrashing, or other chaos. But Izsha was in a peaceful state.

It was working.

“I’m not going to let you die here.”
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                “Does anything hurt? Does anything feel strange? Are you… alright?”

Izsha stood upright and it stood under its own power. There was a bit of a wobble, but considering that Izsha had just died, that might be expected.

However, Izsha didn’t respond. Not in any significant fashion. Alyssa didn’t expect the draken to turn around and start talking, but she did expect something. Anything. A nod. A shake of the head. A noise. But Izsha didn’t move. Alyssa had thought that standing upright was a sign of good things, but now…

Aside from Alyssa’s voice, there were plenty of other outside stimuli that Alyssa would have expected a reaction from. The Astral Authority was flying around en masse. Infected, both feral and of the weapon-wielding intelligent type that the Taker seemed to have become, were doing their best to take down any that strayed too close. The Patiences didn’t seem to have the intelligence—or perhaps patience—to sit back and let their longer-ranged allies handle things. As soon as one would pop out of a portal, it would immediately dive down toward the nearest infected. Which only seemed to work out for a quarter of them. They would immediately find themselves pounced upon and torn apart, often without even managing to spear their target. There were just too many infected.

More and more were pulling themselves up from the edges of the pit with every passing second.

Another portal opened near Alyssa. The golden edges of the Astral Authority’s preferred mode of transportation were bright enough that she could tell they were appearing even when out of her direct line of sight. Her hands were still inside Izsha, but she had found that she could pull one out long enough to draw a pistol without disrupting anything.

So she did.

Pistol in hand, Alyssa aimed over the top of Izsha toward the opening. Although nothing had come from it yet, the opening was roughly the size of a person. Larger would have meant a Diligence or even an Equanimity, but person-sized indicated a Patience or Kindness.

Sure enough, a silver spear emerged first. A porcelain mask attached to a silver filigree body stepped out. It took one look around before settling its blank visage on Alyssa.

“Tenebrael,” Alyssa said, finger already squeezing down on the trigger.

But she didn’t get a chance to finish.

An arrow slammed into the Patience’s face, splitting the mask clean in two. The silver around the protruding arrow began tarnishing, turning a foggy yellow-brown color. The spear fell to the ground, sliding down a small slope on the riverbank until it landed in the water with a light plop.

Alyssa pivoted as the portal closed, swinging her pistol around to aim at the attacker.

It was a demon. Or an infected. She honestly wasn’t sure if there was a difference between the two. It was a man, just a bit taller than the Taker, with burning embers for eyes. He had another arrow out, nocked, and the string drawn back to his shoulder.

There was a brief moment where Alyssa met his eyes. Her finger remained still tight around the trigger.

But he aimed upward, piercing the wings of a Diligence. As it spiraled into the river, he turned again, nocking another arrow as he found a new target.

Letting out a small sigh, Alyssa reholstered her pistol as she focused back on her current problem.

Izsha hadn’t reacted in the slightest to any of the goings on around them. Not even an errant twitch of its head. If a demon, feral or otherwise, started attacking, Alyssa had a sinking feeling that even then, Izsha wouldn’t do anything.

“One of those demons took a swipe at me,” a familiar voice complained over Alyssa’s shoulder. “How uncouth. Have they no manners? I can’t even believe what Tenebrael is… What are you doing?”

“Iosefael,” Alyssa said slowly as she looked back. Had it only been ten minutes? It felt longer. A lot longer. Iosefael should have been back a long time ago. And yet, at the same time, it felt like it was all too soon. Alyssa had thought that she had been making progress. Between the soul reacting and interacting, Izsha looking right at her, and the body standing upright, everything seemed like it should have worked. She had to be close. Just a bit more… massaging.

But…

What if all she was doing was hurting Izsha? It had to be possible. It just had to. If Irulon had swapped positions with Alyssa, she surely would have figured it out. But every moment that passed without Izsha recovering just gnawed at her once ironclad confidence. Even with all the help from Tenebrael and with Iosefael agreeing to wait before death’s coach could ferry the soul away, had she failed. Had it been doomed from the start?

“I… I don’t know what I’m doing,” Alyssa admitted, feeling the last vestiges of her determination crumble.

A warm hand rested on Alyssa’s shoulder, though it was quite cool in comparison to Izsha’s soul. It was probably supposed to comfort her, but it had the opposite effect. “I’m sorry. I tried to tell you…”

“Why? Why isn’t it working? What am I doing wrong? I thought I understood what Tenebrael wanted me to do, but…”

“Tenebrael wouldn’t know what to do. I doubt any angel could tell you.”

Alyssa’s eyes strayed away from Iosefael’s face, looking past the angel’s golden-white wings to where the Justice and the true demon were still battling each other. Even though she had been using Tenebrael’s magic for who knew how long, the Justice hadn’t tried attacking her. Its face was lined with cuts and scars from the true demon’s scythe. It didn’t bleed, but the marks were there. One corner of its angled jawline had been cut clean off, revealing nothing in the way of flesh or muscles. It was just more of whatever made up its pure white skin.

It had only been a few minutes since the demon had spoken to Alyssa. An ally of life, she had said. Would she know what was wrong? Could she give even a small hint toward what Alyssa was doing wrong? Even though she had gone to the demon when Tenebrael had been missing, Alyssa hadn’t made any kind of deal. It had been a mistake, introducing those embers to the world, but she had gone in already knowing that she wasn’t going to give up anything for information. Tenebrael just wasn’t important enough.

Izsha, on the other hand…

“They couldn’t help you either,” Iosefael said quickly, not even needing to follow Alyssa’s gaze. “That one would tell you that she could help, but would end up corrupting and perverting your friend into one of her minions. The relic might continue existing in a way that you could interact with, but nobody would be happy with the situation except for that one. And that’s the best case scenario.”

Alyssa grit her teeth. She didn’t want to believe that. But at the same time, she knew that Iosefael was telling the truth. Even had she not known that angels were not supposed to lie, there was evidence for her claim. Seeing the Taker again, watching how he showed up in defense of the true demon and then went on to call her his lady… Izsha would wind up the same.

A slave to the demons, used in a war against the Astral Authority like all the rest.

If it was even possible in the first place. As far as Alyssa knew, there were no cases of monsters becoming infected. That didn’t necessarily mean that they couldn’t contract the plague. If the true demon was going to make an exception for anyone, it would be for Izsha at Alyssa’s behest, if only because she wanted to get her hooks into another human.

But Alyssa couldn’t do that to Izsha.

There had to be another way.

She needed more information. Irulon. Even Tenebrael would likely try to help if Alyssa asked her while she was around. Even if she just had a little more practice or time, Alyssa could probably figure it out herself. She thought that she was so close with the way Izsha’s body was up, but…

But there was no more time. Iosefael was here to take Izsha’s soul now. Even though Izsha counted as a relic in their eyes, the angels weren’t going to just let the soul go.

Clenching her teeth together, Alyssa sunk both hands back into the mystic circles.

“Alyssa, it’s too—”

“I said I would let you remove Izsha’s soul. I wasn’t lying about that. But I’m going to remove the soul myself.”

Iosefael fell silent. She didn’t float forward or make any other movement to stop Alyssa.

Alyssa took that as a go ahead.

A scythe would remove it instantly. But, given that it was a weapon developed by humans, Alyssa wasn’t sure if it would hurt Izsha or not. It was probably designed around the same principals as their wings, but Alyssa couldn’t be sure. Regardless, gently pulling it out with her hands seemed far more caring than swiping a blade through Izsha’s body.

Like with the scythe on non-infected, the soul came out without any force required. It didn’t even take a light tug. The moment it passed beyond Izsha’s scales, the body wobbled. But it didn’t fall over. There wasn’t any part of the soul left inside. Alyssa even closed her eyes and checked. All of Izsha was a wispy mist in Alyssa’s arms.

“Since I healed the body,” Iosefael said when Alyssa looked to her, “it is in a strange state of being. It is technically alive, but there is no will behind anything it does. The body will stay here until it starves to death. But, without a soul, it won’t actually be dying? What a complicated situation you’ve created here. But I think I can probably kill it. First, the soul.” Iosefael held out a hand, looking morose. “No offense intended, but I’ve seen those abominations that you’ve made of souls. It would be best for someone more experienced to compress it for transportation to the Throne.”

Looking from Iosefael down to the mist in her arms, Alyssa stared.

The Throne. Some place off in the aether. Supposedly, all souls ended up there. Or most of them. Those Tenebrael consumed didn’t. Neither did those that were corrupted. Infected by demons or… whatever Irulon’s Toymaker spell did to them. No angel or demon had shown up for those.

Alyssa had never been religious all that much. She had grown up with her mother, of course. Their household had been somewhat religious, but she herself hadn’t. Now, she might even be less religious than ever. Angels existed, sure. So did demons and souls. But anything beyond that? It was all up for grabs. The concept of Heaven chief among them. The Throne didn’t sound like any Heaven that she had heard of. And angels weren’t like they were in anything she had read before. They were more like computer programs, given tasks to follow that they couldn’t deviate from. And if they did deviate from them, it was more likely to be a bug than anything else.

Could she really just hand over Izsha to such an unknown fate? The soul wasn’t in the body anymore. From what she knew, it shouldn’t be in pain anymore from being inside a decaying corpse. But Iosefael wasn’t likely to see it that way. Iosefael, as a Principality, had a duty to collect the souls of the deceased. She wouldn’t just let a soul remain free floating.

There had to be something.

And there was.

The idea popped into her head.

Something must have shown on her face.

Iosefael’s eyes widened as she looked at Alyssa. Her wings spread wide. “Wait! Don’t—”

Too late. Alyssa ignored the angel, pulling her arms to her chest. The mist-like soul flooded into her body.

Irulon had once talked about the ritual that had saved the dragon that now resided in her body. It hadn’t been a quick thing. From inception to execution, the ritual had taken well over six months to complete. Most of which had been research and development, not even actual magic. The ritual had been completely specific to both Irulon and the dragon, the time of year and their respective ages, the health of both, and even the weather around where the ritual had been conducted. If Irulon wanted to perform the same ritual again on a different target, almost everything of the original ritual would have to have been tossed in the trash.

It had been a long and involved project. The only reason it had worked in the first place was thanks to the dragon’s longevity even while dying of some illness. Had Brakkt wanted her to save any other creature, it probably wouldn’t have worked simply because of the time investment.

Perhaps now, with the dragon helping her to think and calculate things much faster, Irulon could have used a similar ritual on some other being in a fraction of the time. Hopefully. But even that was probably a stretch.

Regardless, Irulon hadn’t gone ahead with the ritual until she had been absolutely positive that it was going to work.

Alyssa had no idea what she was doing.

The moment Izsha’s soul was inside her body, she felt it. The warmth that she had experienced while handling Izsha’s soul using the miracle spread across her entire body, filling up every last nook and cranny. Even after filling her body to the brim, it didn’t stop there. With nowhere else to spread to, the temperature started going up. Alyssa started to feel like she was back on the plains of the dead.

She stumbled back, feeling the sweat bead over every inch of her skin.

“Okay. Don’t panic,” Iosefael said, mouth moving at a hundred miles an hour. “We can still fix this!”

“I’m not panicking,” Alyssa bit out.

“You’re not? Okay. That’s good. I’m not either.” She fidgeted, jumping from one side of Alyssa to the other, looking her up and down. “Okay. Okay. So, this is fixable. I’m sure it is. I just need a minute to think.”

“Go away,” Alyssa said, slowly standing upright. Her fingers felt like she was holding them right next to a campfire, but… it wasn’t too bad. At least they weren’t in the metaphorical campfire. “Go find some other souls to ferry off. Izsha is staying with me.”

“Alyssa. We talked about this with your friend… You can’t… It’s just not… Your body—”

“It’s a temporary measure,” she said, voice getting a little steadier. The heat was dying down now. Slowly, but definitely. “Just until I can talk to Irulon. And maybe Tenebrael.”

“But—”

“I know you want the soul. I know you can’t help me. It’s your programming as a Principality, I don’t blame you for it. But just go.” Alyssa took in a deep breath. “I’ll deal with this myself.”

“You don’t even know what this is.”

“I’ll be fine. And if I’m not, then at least I’ll have tried.” Alyssa closed her eyes and concentrated. She still had to find Kasita. And then they had to escape before the Astral Authority finished off the demons. Or vice versa. Tenebrael seemed to think that their fight would continue for some time. Long enough for her to do whatever she needed to do.

Alyssa didn’t want to take the chance that she was wrong.

So she scanned, looking among the myriad of souls, searching for just one that wasn’t tainted by the demonic corruption.

“Your other relic is over this way.”

Blinking her eyes open, Alyssa found Iosefael still standing in front of her. Except, instead of looking panicked, she now simply looked resigned as she pointed a finger away from the pit. Turning in the direction Iosefael was pointing, Alyssa closed her eyes again and finally noticed what had to be Kasita.

She must have been flung even further away than Izsha.

“Thank you,” Alyssa said after eying Iosefael. The angel didn’t look like she was about to try something, so she just shook her head.

Which ended up with her staring at the flopped-over body of Izsha. It was still alive. Still breathing. But…

Another Lighten Load and a Levitate had it moving along with Alyssa as she trudged up the riverbank’s slope. Iosefael followed along, gently flapping her wings every so often to keep her feet off the ground. Alyssa wasn’t sure why Iosefael was following her…

Actually, she knew why. She knew exactly why. She just didn’t care. Her head hurt. Her legs hurt. Her side hurt. The Astral Authority and the demons were still in the area, still posing a danger, even if they were preoccupied with each other.

“Adrael’s staff is missing,” Alyssa said. The thought came to her suddenly, and she decided to use it to maybe get rid of Iosefael. At least for a time. Surely she wouldn’t keep following her around forever. There were bound to be other deaths across the world sooner rather than later. “I have no idea where it might be, but it was attached to Izsha when that Justice’s sword hit the ground.”

Another sudden worry sparked in Alyssa’s mind. She quickly tossed a glance over her shoulder at the largest member of the Astral Authority that she had seen so far.

Ropes were tied all up and down its arm. The other ends of the ropes were in the hands of dozens of infected. A real Gulliver situation. Unless it got loose, it seemed like that sword would stay unused for the time being.

“Adrael’s staff?” At first, Iosefael seemed confused. Then she made a squeaking noise, one that forced Alyssa to turn back to find growing horror on her face. “Oh no. We can’t let that fall into the hands of the demons.”

Without another word, she disappeared, taking to the skies.

Which suited Alyssa just fine. She trudged forward, putting one foot in front of the other like it was all she could focus on.

Kasita was up ahead. Alyssa could see her now—she was in her human form. A shout got her attention.

“Alyssa! I’m so… Izsha?” Her eyes widened as she looked over the floating form of the draken. “Is… Is it?”

“I’ll explain later,” Alyssa said, not stopping even as Kasita ran up to her. “Let’s just get away from here for now.”
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                Alyssa paced back and forth, hands nervously rubbing against each other as she watched Irulon take notes in a large book. Brakkt stood to one side, fully armored up as he, Fela, Ensou, Musca, and Dasca all kept watch for any hostile threats that might approach. They were still deep in the demon’s territory. None were around as far as Alyssa could see, but she had seen several likely feral infected making their way toward the pit as if called there. Any further out might pass through their little camp on the way.

And they probably wouldn’t be too friendly.

With Izsha’s body lying on the forest floor, they weren’t all that mobile if something did happen.

Alyssa clenched her fists as she stared at the body. It was still alive. Carrying it with a Levitation spell for nearly ten hours hadn’t changed that. Given the lack of change, it would probably remain alive until it starved to death as Iosefael had said, which might very well be a few weeks out. Even that might be avoided by shoving food down its throat. Muscle would atrophy, but they could theoretically keep the body alive as long as necessary to work on it.

Izsha’s body was effectively a coma patient. In the modern world, comatose patients could be kept alive through feeding tubes and intravenous liquids. It might not be as easy here in Nod with the lack of proper medical equipment and knowledge, but something could be worked out.

Whether or not anything could be done regarding Izsha’s soul was the real concern.

Alyssa had tried calling Tenebrael. The angel hadn’t answered. Alyssa really hadn’t expected her to do so. Not while they were only a quick walk from the pit, the Astral Authority, and the demons. She had shown up in Lyria while they were a lot closer, but there hadn’t been the gigantic Justice there.

She really hoped that she wasn’t going to be ignored until the next time Tenebrael needed something. Alyssa hadn’t gotten that vibe from their conversation in Lyria, but there was still doubt eating away at the back of her mind. If they got to Illuna and Tenebrael was still ignoring her, she might have to try some angelic magic to get Tenebrael down here. Alyssa thought she was getting the hang of using it more and more, so she might be able to do something where she hadn’t been able to before.

Then again, she hadn’t been able to fix Izsha.

But maybe relying on Tenebrael for that had been the wrong way to go about things. As Iosefael said, Tenebrael wasn’t able to fix death. It stood to reason that Alyssa wouldn’t be able to do so either. At least not while using Tenebrael’s magic and expecting her to do most of the work.

Alyssa stopped her pacing, pausing near Irulon.

She might actually be the best bet. At the very least, Irulon wasn’t tied down by the programming of the angels. Nor did she have their fatalistic outlook on souls and death.

So when Irulon put her pen down in the crack of the book, Alyssa looked to her with a modicum of hope.

“There might be something we can do,” Irulon said after a long moment of silence.

It was the first time anyone had spoken since Alyssa had explained what happened. And it was good news. Though Irulon’s tone of voice wasn’t exactly the most reassuring thing. Her face was set in stone, a grim glower as she stared at Izsha’s body with her draconic eyes.

“You said you have Izsha’s soul, right?”

“Yeah. It’s definitely inside me,” Alyssa said as she closed her eyes. “I can’t see myself still, but I can see Izsha.”

“You’re sure it is Izsha and not yourself? How do you tell the difference?”

“I was never able to see myself. I think… It’s kind of like how I can’t see my own eyes. I’m using my own soul to see so I can’t see it? If that analogy works. I haven’t been able to talk to Izsha though, not like you seem to be able to do with the dragon.”

“That doesn’t surprise me too much given what you said. I believe I ran across that synchronization issue you mentioned during my own ritual with the dragon. I didn’t call it that. I referred to it as our resonance. Part of the process in salvaging the dragon’s soul was aligning its resonance with my own. If you didn’t do that, communication would be impossible. In fact… I’m a little worried about the degradation of the soul that occurs if left in a corpse. You aren’t a corpse, but it is probably the broken resonance—the broken synchronization that actually causes the problem the angels mentioned.”

Ice flowed through Alyssa’s veins. “It’s been… almost half a day!”

“I’m sure it is better than being in a rotting corpse, but we shouldn’t leave Izsha there for too long. You can extract the soul, correct?”

“I think so. I mean, yes. I’m sure I can. Though it might attract the Astral Authority.” The mystic circles that had allowed manipulation of Izsha’s soul had long since dissipated. But Alyssa was fairly sure that she could reactivate them without too much trouble. Maybe even with a much shorter request.

She wondered if it said something that the one truly sincere… prayer—as much as she hated to use that word—had ended up failing. Though, perhaps she couldn’t say that it failed completely. It had allowed her to keep the soul out of Iosefael’s hands at least. But if it was hurting Izsha…

“Tenebrael,” Alyssa said, closing her eyes. “I need help. Again. The same thing as last time. A way to extract souls from their containers and manipulate them.”

Even with her eyes closed, she could see the mystic circles drawing themselves out in front of her. As expected, they popped up without much effort or work on her part. In fact, she could probably have just asked for a repeat of the previous miracle without any additional pomp and circumstance. As if knowing Alyssa’s intentions, the circles were right up next to her body. Stretching her arms out, Alyssa was able to reach inside herself.

As far as she could tell from a simple glance, Izsha’s soul wasn’t actually fighting with her soul. In Irulon, the dual souls were constantly warring with each other, grabbing pieces from the other and absorbing them only to have the same done in turn moments later. In comparison, Izsha’s soul was fairly inert. There was some motion. Every once in a while, it would do the normal interaction with something that Alyssa couldn’t see. Presumably her own soul. Even rarer, it would do it to someone else, sending off or receiving a small piece of someone else’s soul.

Having heard what Irulon just said, that lack of fighting was probably because they weren’t synchronized or resonating with each other. Izsha’s soul, at this moment, was just hitching a ride around. And hopefully not undergoing pain in the process. Or maybe pain was the wrong word—Alyssa still wasn’t perfectly clear on what happened to souls that went uncollected in their deceased bodies. She wasn’t sure that she could really understand what happened to them without learning a whole lot more about souls in general. Maybe Irulon might be able to figure it out, but the knowledge was far too specialized at this point.

This time, Alyssa didn’t get a surge of warmth from brushing her fingers against Izsha’s soul. Rather, drawing it outside her body had the opposite effect. A chill set in. A cold winter breeze knocked snow off the branches of an overhead tree right down the back of her shirt. The icy snow slowly melted to a cold water that soaked into her shirt, spreading over her entire backside. It was a… distinctly unpleasant sensation.

And it must have shown on her face.

“Is something wrong?”

“No. I don’t think so. Izsha’s soul is right here. It was just a bit discomforting to pull out.”

“You didn’t accidentally pull your own soul out, did you?”

Alyssa blinked and promptly shuddered a shudder completely unrelated to the cold sensation. “I hadn’t even considered that to be a possibility until just now. But I’m pretty sure I would have died if I had done so, so I don’t think so. Izsha’s soul is entirely here as well. No part of it looks like it’s left inside me. At least as far as I can tell.”

“You would know better than anyone, I suppose.” Irulon, eyes still black and white, stared at where Alyssa held out her hands.

But, Alyssa could tell, Irulon wasn’t actually tracking the soul. With it out of her body, she could see it without needing to close her eyes and start concentrating. It was just there, gently flowing around like a scaled candle flame. If that made any kind of sense.

“Can you see it?”

“No,” Irulon said, slight disappointment apparent in the tone of her clipped response. “That ability would have been exceedingly handy in my own ritual. The vast majority of the problem was figuring out how to extract the dragon’s soul and transfer it to my body without killing either of us.”

“If there is one thing angels are good at, it’s interacting with souls.”

“Hm.”

“Do you want the soul back in Izsha’s body now?”

“Hold it for a moment,” she said, picking up her pen once again.

Irulon started sketching. She started with a wide circle, filling in geometric lines and shapes, even smaller circles connected to the inside edge of the larger one. But after a minute of drawing, she paused, shook her head, and flipped to the next page in her notebook. This time, she started with a circle again, but the patterns of lines differed on the interior. Some segments even extended outside the circle.

And again, she hesitated mid-stroke, flipped the page, and started over again.

For twenty minutes, she continued sketching out spells. For twenty minutes, she flipped pages after dismissing pattern after pattern. Her eyes remained black and white the entire time. The little white lines were rotating around as fast as Alyssa had ever seen them. Half the notebook went by before Irulon finally seemed satisfied with a pattern.

Then she pulled out a second notebook. Holding both in front of her, she started tracing the pattern that she had ended up with onto the proper spell card paper.

And then she went back to the first notebook and started a new page. Words, now. Or rather, Enochian. Line after line of various Enochian characters covered the page. As with the patterns, she discarded large swaths of the characters. She would dip her pen in the vial of ink attached to her hip and drag it across entire lines. But she seemed to make progress. Some characters were left out of her deletions. Some would get a small dot in one corner rather than the line through the center.

After another twenty minutes, she had managed to pull out a few dozen characters from several pages of the notebook. Then, she went back to the spell notebook and started filling them in, creating a recognizable spell card. One far more complex, both in pattern geometry and the Enochian characters, than anything Alyssa had ever seen. Before this, Accelero had been the most painstaking to draw out, and she had been tracing it off the picture she had taken of the actual card. Just that had taken her as many attempts as all of the Spectral Chains cards she had created ever.

Irulon free-handed everything.

“Is that how spell creation works? Did I just watch you create a spell?”

“In reverse order, yes and no. This is a variant on what I used to get the dragon’s soul resonating properly. Heavily modified, of course. Normal spell creation would be a far more involved and complex process. I’ve already done something like this before and…” Irulon raised her pen to tap at her temple. Her eyes flickered between their normal violet and the black and white of the dragon. “My peers would say that I cheat, if they knew. The original took me nearly three weeks of work and experimentation. My companion allows me to skip a lot of trial and error.”

“There aren’t going to be errors… are there?”

“I admit, I would have preferred a longer testing period. Unfortunately, we lack both time and test subjects. I don’t believe this will fully work, but it should act as a temporary measure while I do some proper research. Place the soul in the proper body, please.”

Alyssa hesitated. She had confidence in Irulon. At least, as much confidence as was possible to have with her admitting that she wanted more time. At the very least, she didn’t think that Irulon would deliberately try to sabotage anything. She wouldn’t try to hurt Izsha.

Still, she hesitated. Iosefael had been right. Alyssa really didn’t know what she was messing with. And if her meddling did something irreparable to Izsha…

She wished Tenebrael were here. Unlike Iosefael, Tenebrael would likely try to help, although she might have mental blocks preventing her from doing too much. At the very least, she would be able to identify any problems with Izsha after Irulon’s spell did whatever it was supposed to do…

“What does the spell do?”

“A soul is a surprisingly malleable thing. I’ve learned how to make small modifications to it. That’s what I did to my companion. It is also one of the principles under which my Toymaker spells work, though that is significantly less precise and quite destructive to the soul. Still, they all served as valuable test subjects for this task today.”

That probably explained why no angels—or demons, for that matter—showed up to take the goblin souls back at the desert outpost. The souls were destroyed beyond the point of being salvageable. That… was probably not a good thing no matter what ended up happening. Later, she might try to convince Irulon to not use more of those Toymaker spells.

“As for exactly what it does, it should fluctuate the resonance of the soul until it matches that of the body. I think. As I said, it will require further tuning, but it should be better for the soul than leaving it in your body. And lessens the risk to you in the process. A concern I have given what you said about me and my companion.”

The companion that she didn’t want to separate from. Though, Alyssa wasn’t sure that she could blame Irulon. Not when the dragon let her craft a complex spell in only a few hours. But… “I don’t mind the risk. Not as long as it helps Izsha. And I’d rather risk myself than accidentally hurt Izsha. Maybe we should wait and just make sure that your spell is the best it can be.”

“You don’t just risk yourself, but Izsha as well. Regardless, I don’t believe that there is a good solution here. No matter what, there are going to be risks. My method eliminates risk for you, which is a drastic step up over keeping Izsha’s soul in your body on a semi-permanent basis.”

“That’s…”

“And if you’re still hesitant, consider this: If something happens to you, who else around could possibly put souls back in their proper places?”

“You?”

“Ah, but I can’t fight off Iosefael if she comes back for Izsha’s soul. Or yours, for that matter.”

Alyssa nodded slowly at that. Irulon had a point there. Of everyone present, only Kasita could detect angels. Even then, it was a fairly vague detection. And one that only worked if she was paying absolute attention.

Taking a breath, she looked down at the soul in her arms. It had gently wafted one way then the other during Irulon’s endeavors, but now, it was sitting still, maybe even perked up. If Alyssa hadn’t known better, she would have thought that it was paying attention.

Actually, she didn’t know better. Her assumption might very well be correct.

“Alright,” she said, stepping up to Izsha’s body. “Alright. I’ll put it back. It’s probably how things should go anyway. Izsha belongs in its own body.”

“Hm.”

Leaning down, Alyssa stretched out her arms. Watching with her eyes open was a strange thing. The soul, her hands, and even arms up to her elbows just sank into the body. If she wasn’t so worried about Izsha, she might have tried waving a hand around a bit, even going so far as to play in it like the body was a pool of water. It had a similar texture and feel, surprisingly.

But, as it was, Alyssa closed her eyes and watched as the soul spread out to fill most of the chest before spreading up to the head. With it in place, she withdrew her arms.

As she did, even more of that warmth left her body. She didn’t know why Izsha’s soul was so warm. Those others that she had handled, the ones she had turned into their crystallized forms, hadn’t felt so warm. Perhaps it was something to do with her being a monster. Or maybe, because she was connected to Tenebrael now, she could feel something that she hadn’t before. That, thinking about it for a moment more, was most likely the reason. She could see souls in bodies, so she could feel them too.

Irulon watched her intently as she stepped away. “Peculiar,” she said. How do your hands pass through the flesh like that?”

Alyssa looked down at her own hands, still coated with the stretched out, glove-like mystic circles. All she could do was shake her head. “I don’t have any idea.”

“It was a rhetorical question,” Irulon said, pulling a small dagger out of a pouch at her hip. With the notebook open on Izsha’s side, she dragged the dagger down one edge, neatly slicing the piece of papyrus from the rest of the notebook. The sheet was much larger than standard spell cards. Maybe as large as a three-by-three grid of them.

After slipping the dagger back where it came from, she held the giant spell card out in front of her like it was any other card. “Resonation,” she intoned, voice low.

The card vanished in a puff of smoke.

Immediately, Izsha’s form started twitching.

Alyssa took a step forward again, but Irulon held out a hand, blocking her way forward. The princess stared down at Izsha with unblinking draconic eyes. Her face was entirely impassive, showing no emotion, no sign of whether or not the spell was working or killing the draken.

Though given that Izsha had already died once…

Shaking her head, Alyssa closed her eyes and watched the soul itself.

In a normal person, even normal draken, the soul normally just sat about, drifting slightly within the confines of the body. The giving and taking of parts notwithstanding. It didn’t fill every corner of the body. They weren’t person-shaped. But they did occupy the majority of the body’s chest and all of the head area. In line with Tenebrael’s terrible analogy of how the body was a game console and the soul the game itself, perhaps the brain was the wireless receptor. Or the controller? Or maybe she should stop thinking about that terrible analogy altogether.

Izsha’s soul was not drifting naturally. It twitched and shuddered, jerking and thrashing.

It kept going.

Ten minutes.

Twenty minutes.

No one said anything. Brakkt remained on watch. Irulon didn’t blink once. Alyssa alternated between watching the body twitch and watching the soul thrash.

Roughly an hour after Irulon started the spell, the spasming died down. Izsha’s body stilled, though it kept breathing.

Alyssa bit her lip.

And a few golden-white feathers started drifting through the air around her.

            

    
        033.013 War And Peace - Help From Above

    
    
    
    
                Iosefael hovered in the air high above the group of mortals. She stared down with piercing eyes, just as unblinking as Irulon’s. Both of them were focused on Izsha’s body. Or rather, both were focused on Izsha. Irulon couldn’t see souls and Alyssa doubted that Iosefael cared much about bodies.

She had not returned empty-handed. One of Iosefael’s hands was wrapped up in that golden glove that stretched halfway up her arm. Her other hand held a familiar staff. Adrael’s golden staff matched Iosefael’s armor well, but it clearly had not come away unscathed from being knocked away from Izsha. The ruby head of the staff had a long crack running through it. Gold around the opposite end of the staff had deep gouges lining the gold. Almost like a clawed hand had been trying to grasp it. Looking closer, the gold of Iosefael’s armor also had been scuffed up and… Was that blood drying on one of her boots?

Maybe being knocked away hadn’t harmed it at all.

The angel slowly drifted lower to the ground. Alyssa kept an eye on her, making sure that she wasn’t about to try to take Izsha’s soul. But, if anything, she almost appeared afraid of Izsha. Her movement carried her away from the draken until she settled to a stop near the ground just behind Alyssa.

“What did you do?” she hissed after a moment, still without blinking or looking away from the body.

“It wasn’t me this time. Irulon did it.”

Irulon turned her head, eyes flicking to Alyssa for just a moment before a look of understanding crossed her features. As she looked back to Izsha, she spoke. “An attempt at restoring soul-body resonance, Miss Angel. How does it look? I think it’s going quite well, but I suppose you would be an expert in these matters.”

“How does it look? How does it look?” Iosefael covered her mouth with her golden-gloved hand, rubbing at her cheeks before throwing the hand up in the air. “How… How did you do this?”

Alyssa looked back to Irulon, staring for a moment. But the princess made no sign that she was going to answer. She just stared at the now still but still breathing form of Izsha with her hands clasped behind her back.

It took an embarrassingly long moment to realize that Irulon wasn’t simply ignoring the angel. Irulon couldn’t see or hear anything the angel did.

“Just answer the question, Iosefael. How does it look? How is Izsha? Is it… right? Is the soul back to normal?”

“Normal? There’s nothing normal about any of this!” Iosefael tried to take a step closer, but Alyssa clapped a hand on her shoulder, stopping her. The angel finally took her eyes off Izsha to frown at Alyssa. “I’m not… I don’t even think I could take the soul right now. It’s not perfectly synchronized, but it is synchronized enough that, if I didn’t already know what happened, I would have thought that the relic was just having a bad day.”

“That’s… good. Right?”

“I don’t know! This has never happened before. Ever.” Her cross-shaped pupils flicked over to Irulon. “Well, except for that abomination. But that isn’t really that similar at all. Two souls occupying—”

“We’re aware of that problem. Focus on Izsha now, please.”

Iosefael fell silent, staring for a long moment. Again, she tried to get closer. This time, Alyssa allowed her to move forward a few steps, but she kept right up against her, ready to stop her if she tried to take the soul away. “The synchronization is off,” she said eventually. “Like a… Oh! You humans say that your hearts skipped a beat? It’s like that. Every other beat is in time, but the off beats are staggered erroneously.”

“Alright. How do we fix it?”

“I assume destroying the relic again is out of the question?”

“Obviously.”

Iosefael let out a short harrumph. “Then I don’t know. I don’t have any experience with this. Maybe it will fix itself. Maybe it will fall further out of sync until I can take the soul back like normal.”

“Some help you are,” Alyssa grumbled, rolling her eyes. Though, to be perfectly honest, she didn’t know what she had expected of Iosefael. It was apparently one thing to help by discussing the Astral Authority and miracles. It was another entirely when souls were concerned.

Irulon turned away from Izsha, looking to Alyssa. “What did she say?”

“The synchronization is off. It might fix itself. It might break itself again. Iosefael doesn’t know, nor does she have any suggestions.”

“Does she have a timeframe for either option?”

Not needing to translate from Irulon to Iosefael, Alyssa simply looked toward the angel.

Iosefael just shrugged.

“No. She’s worthless.”

“Hey!”

“Well, I might be able to fix it,” Irulon said, looking back to Izsha. “But let’s wait and observe a bit before we do anything.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together, but nodded her head. Irulon was the expert, after all. Apparently even more so than Iosefael. “Can Izsha be moved? We’re still deep within enemy territory. Even if the demons and the Astral Authority are busy with each other, I’d rather not have a stray being get flung from the battle and find us out here.”

“Levitation shouldn’t hurt anything. Just don’t drop Izsha. That probably wouldn’t do the poor draken any favors.”

“Right.” Alyssa looked over to Iosefael and the staff in her hands. “And what about you? Are you going to follow us around like some kind of banshee?”

“There are other people dying. I had to collect a few before coming back here. I have to go collect others shortly. But I’ll probably be back. Something is still off about this soul. And if it does deteriorate, I would hate to not notice because of the strangeness of its situation, leaving it rotting inside the body.”

“If it comes to that, I’ll handle it.”

“Like you handled it last time?” Iosefael snapped. “Would you even notice if something went wrong?”

Alyssa opened her mouth to argue, but hesitated. She honestly wouldn’t notice if something went wrong. That was the whole reason she had asked Iosefael to look at Izsha just a moment ago despite knowing that the angel wanted to take the soul. Looking back to Izsha, Alyssa closed her eyes and just watched for a moment. Iosefael said that the synchronization was off. But, no matter how long she stared, she couldn’t figure out how the angel discovered that. Unless Iosefael was using some other sensory ability that Alyssa either couldn’t access or didn’t know she had, it might just be something innate to angels. Or it came from centuries of practice.

Either way, even if she figured out exactly what to look for regarding the synchronization, there could still be a plethora of things she might miss simply because she was not an angel nor experienced with souls.

When she opened her eyes again, Iosefael was gone. The only evidence of her presence were a few feathers drifting through the air. The staff was nowhere to be seen either. She must have taken it with her.

“She’s gone,” Alyssa said for the benefit of Irulon. “And had nothing useful to offer aside from what I already mentioned.”

“That could be helpful enough for our needs. But you were right earlier. We should leave as soon as possible. I’ll speak with my brother and let him know of the changed situation. Do you need additional Levitation spells?”

“No. I have enough for now.”

“Very well. Keep an eye on Izsha for a few moments,” Irulon said as she started walking off to where Brakkt, Fela, and the draken had set up watch.

Alyssa sighed as she looked down to Izsha. She should have felt some relief. Although the synchronization was skipping a beat, Izsha’s body and soul were in tune enough that Iosefael wasn’t going to try to ferry her off to the Throne. That was a victory all on its own. But Alyssa still had that gnawing feeling in the back of her mind where she worried over just what she was doing. Of whether this was destroying Izsha on a far deeper level than simple death. Then again, even with all she knew now, she still didn’t really know what happened to souls that the angels collected. The non-Tenebrael angels, anyway.

A hand dropped down on her shoulder. Looking back, Alyssa found Kasita offering a comforting smile. For a long moment, neither spoke. Kasita hadn’t said much of anything during the few hours it took to reach Irulon and Brakkt. She alternated between concerned looks, comforting smiles, and having her teeth grit as she stared at nothing at all.

“It’s my fault,” Kasita finally said, voice a mere whisper.

“What? No, if anything—”

“I should have stuck with Izsha instead of being blown away. Maybe I could have cast a spell. Projectile Reflection would have stopped all those flying chunks of earth and rock. Or maybe if I had been able to get those infected off our tail, we could have met up with you. Or if I had been stronger, I could have stopped you from falling in the first place.”

“Kasita… All those apply just as much to me as they do to you.”

“But I can’t control what you do. Only what I do.”

“That’s… true. In a technical sense. But we all could have done things differently that would have affected each other.” Alyssa just shook her head. “It will be fine,” she said, not quite believing her own words. “Izsha is… injured. Nothing more at this point. We’ve got to look on the bright side of things. We got in, accomplished what we came to do, and got out. It was for Tenebrael, but with the demons occupied with the Astral Authority, it should help everyone around the area too. Illuna hopefully won’t have to worry about infected wandering up to their town, killing people and livestock. Maybe the Astral Authority will even beat back that sense of foreboding. Or perhaps Tenebrael’s emblem will hang in the sky for a long time, keeping that feeling from coming back.”

“Oh I doubt that will be the case.”

Alyssa jumped, jerking slightly as she turned to find a certain monochrome angel standing near Izsha’s tail.

Gritting her teeth, she glared at the angel. “Do you have to always appear behind me?”

“I think you said something like that before.”

“And yet you’re still appearing behind me.”

Tenebrael shrugged, turning her gaze to Izsha’s body. “Sorry about your friend.”

“Is there anything you can do? Or anything you can tell me that Iosefael didn’t?”

“Well, no to the first question. The body is already healed. I can’t do anything about the soul unless the body dies, and you wouldn’t like what I would do if that were the case. As for Iosefael, I don’t know what she said, but the body and soul are not quite—”

“In sync, I know. The soul is skipping a beat, or something. Irulon thinks she can fix it, but…”

“Hmm. That girl has truly earned the right o emulate my appearance,” Tenebrael said with a small smile.

“Can she actually do it?”

“If she got this far, I don’t see why not.”

“Any insight you can offer? Any tips to point her in the right direction?”

Tenebrael rubbed a finger across her chin as she turned to where Irulon and Brakkt were talking. With his armor on, Alyssa couldn’t see his expression. He had been… silent when Alyssa told him what had happened. Only after she finished had he offered a small nod, thanking her for trying her best. After that, his helmet had turned to Irulon and hadn’t left until she said that she was going to look into it.

Now, Irulon gesticulated, waving her hand over and over again. Not in any particular direction, merely moving it as she spoke, perhaps waving her own way on to the next segment of the topic. She wasn’t smiling, but she was much more animated than earlier, maybe trying to be encouraging for her brother.

“Perhaps,” Tenebrael said slowly. “Perhaps there is something I can do. Nothing big, mind you. Don’t expect this to solve all your problems. She already knows a great deal about souls. Perhaps even more than any mortal that has ever existed. But it isn’t everything. I might be able to give her a little flash of Divine Inspiration. Just a little insight into the inner workings of a soul. That might help her out. It might do nothing. I’m really not sure.”

“You can do that?”

“Just who do you think I am?” Tenebrael said, affronted.

“I mean, you’re not going to get into more trouble if you start giving hints to mortals? Or your programming isn’t going to kick in and force you to say something wrong, if you say anything at all?”

“I have a feeling that there aren’t many more people that I could get into trouble with. The Astral Authority is already here.”

“Archangels won’t care?”

Tenebrael shrugged her shoulders. “I’m not too worried about them. Without being assigned to this world, they won’t care that much. Look at Kenziel. She showed up wanting to fix the place but switched stories to helping me at the first sign of resistance.”

“What happens if a few dozen of them show up instead of one lone angel?”

“Then they will understand just what difference in power a Dominion can exert over that of an Archangel.”

Alyssa frowned. It wasn’t that she was trying to talk Tenebrael out of giving Irulon knowledge that might help. Rather, it sounded excellent. Almost too good to be true. Or maybe it was too good to be true and that was where her hesitation was coming from.

A horde of Archangels still didn’t sound like that great a thing to show up. Considering how long Adrael had operated without even being known about and then how little Tenebrael had done after that point, Alyssa didn’t like the odds of her succeeding against several of them. Besides that, they still had the Astral Authority to worry about. They might be occupied with the demons now, but if Tenebrael started throwing around magic with her name on it, some of them would surely come to take her out.

“And your programming?”

“Will have to be worked around. Already I can feel the mental blocks trying to stop me. But I can see a way. Tell Irulon to pay attention to her dreams tonight.”

“Really?” Alyssa said, giving the angel a flat stare. “Dream inspiration? Isn’t that a bit cliche? Can’t you just tell me and I’ll tell her? Or better yet, just write it all down in a nice easy-to-read tome so that things don’t get lost and forgotten with sleep haze.”

“It’s the easiest way, I think. I can’t tell you. I just tried, but I can’t even imagine myself saying words when I do. Writing it down would be similar. But a dream is a small bit different. Many revelations come through in dreams, partially because elements will be forgotten or changed upon awaking.”

“I hate angels.”

“I’m sure.”

“What about the Astral Authority?”

Tenebrael smiled, looking far more relaxed as she placed a hand on Alyssa’s shoulder. “You did well. Just leave everything else to me.”

Alyssa let out a small sigh, glad she didn’t have to do anything more on that front. She had, over the last few weeks, had enough of those things chasing her down every time they spotted her. Though that did raise a question. “Is it safe to use our connection to manifest miracles? Is the Astral Authority sufficiently distracted?”

“I suppose that depends.”

“Would they come after me if I made just a little temporary portal to Illuna?”

“Possibly. If you got away from the portal fast enough, it might be safe enough. I imagine they are in a bit of disarray so soon after discovering the pit, so it might be that no one at all will show up.”

“That would be nice.”

“I would avoid relying on it too much in the coming weeks, however. Only during emergencies and only when you can escape their pursuit easily.”

“So nothing has changed then.”

“Perhaps on your end, but I am now free to begin removing the Astral Authority from my world on a more permanent basis. Something I’m off to do right now.” Taking her hand off Alyssa’s shoulder, she took two steps back, waving all the while.

“Wait. Can you make the portal?”

Tenebrael tilted her head to one side. “You’ve created a few just fine on your own.”

“Yeah, but I would prefer to be absolutely certain that nothing will go wrong. Not with Izsha like this.”

“Hmmm.”

Besides that, Alyssa thought to herself, maybe the Astral Authority will chase you around instead if they do take notice. Skipping out on that headache would make just about any compromise worth it.

“I would like to do something to thank you for accomplishing my mission, but I am not sure I can manifest such a miracle without proper authorization. Soon. Soon I should be able to ignore many instances of such irritation, but not yet. Is there anything else you would like to ask of me?”

Yes, Alyssa almost said. She was sure that she had other things to talk about. But with most of her mind concerned over Izsha and the rest drained from the adventure, she was drawing a blank. So, after a moment of silence, she simply shook her head. “I suppose all I’d like is for you to answer the phone once in a while.”

“Believe it or not, but that requires quite an expenditure of my power. Enough that the Astral Authority would likely come knocking on both our doors. After they are gone, I promise.”

“I see. In that case, I don’t think I have anything immediately pressing. Just get your information to Irulon, I suppose.”

“Can do. I’ll check in soon. I’d like to know what Irulon does with the information I’m lending her. I’ll prepare it and then begin my operation against the Astral Authority. And any other divine elements that feel like challenging me. Ta-ta for now.”

In a burst of black feathers, Tenebrael vanished. Sighing, Alyssa turned to look at Kasita. The mimic hadn’t said anything during the entire exchange. She usually didn’t when Tenebrael was around, so it wasn’t that much of a surprise. Still, it would be nice for someone, not just Kasita, to be able to turn one-on-one conversations into more of a group discussion. Irulon could do that to an extent. And if she had pulled out her phone, anyone could have seen Tenebrael though the camera, though not with audio.

“I have to make a portal,” Alyssa said after a moment of silence. “Could you let Irulon know that she should be expecting Tenebrael to show up in her dreams tonight?”

“Ufu~ What an honor. She’ll be thrilled.”

            

    
        034.001 Breath of Air - Walkabouts

    
    
    
    
                The city of Illuna was, thankfully, a city. It was large enough to give Izsha a private room in some unused stables outside the city. Brakkt and the other draken had not left Izsha’s side since arriving. Not even to sleep. Brakkt was sleeping on the same straw that the draken were and taking meals there as well. For three days, he had been out in the stables nonstop.

Alyssa had been the one bringing him his meals. They were fairly good meals, bought from the came sort of people that the local nobility purchased meals and food from. Unfortunately, even hurrying as fast as she could, she could feel the baked potatoes and roast losing their heat. She didn’t apologize for it. She had the first time, but now, she just handed the large wooden bowl-like plate over to Brakkt. He thanked her. Without even setting it near the large firepit in the stables to warm it back up, he started eating.

“Irulon finally fell asleep,” Alyssa said. It had been three days since portaling back to Illuna. Three days during which Irulon had been too excited to actually sleep. Like a child awaiting Christmas morning, except children could stay awake all night and the morning would still come. Irulon had to fall asleep. Considering how hard it was to wake her up, Alyssa could hardly believe that it had taken three full days of meditation to actually go down. Now she had to wonder and worry over whether or not Irulon would wake up in a reasonable amount of time.

“Good. I appreciate the update.”

“Any changes with Izsha?”

Brakkt shook his head as he chewed a bit of roasted beef. As soon as he finished, he looked down to Izsha. “None. Aside from breathing, I’m not sure if it has moved.”

Nodding, Alyssa closed her eyes. As she had done every time she came out here, she did a quick check on Izsha’s soul. The draken was still unconscious and hadn’t stirred even once. Similarly, the soul was still and mostly inert inside the body. Not totally. In fact, talking to Izsha tended to help spark those bits of soul-sharing that went on with normal healthy souls. “Don’t worry,” Alyssa said, resting an arm on Izsha’s scales. “With Irulon finally asleep, Tenebrael can help out. At least a little. We might even be able to have you all fixed up shortly after she wakes.”

Hopefully. With even Tenebrael unsure as to whether or not fixing Izsha was possible, Alyssa couldn’t say for certain that Irulon would come up with a solution. But certainty wasn’t really necessary. Irulon hadn’t been idle these last few days. Although most of her research material was back in Lyria, she did have a few tomes on soul research. The dragon inside her head apparently kept a library of just about everything it had seen as well. Her meditations had been as much spell research as they had been counting sheep.

As Alyssa spoke, Izsha’s soul reacted. Bits of it broke off to jump to Alyssa. The reverse was true as well, though Alyssa couldn’t see bits break off her own soul. Still, something resembling a soul jumped to the draken. The interactions were a good sign in Alyssa’s mind given how normal souls acted. More than that, more than just the metaphysical elements, Alyssa took the interactions as being a sign that Izsha was listening. Even if Izsha couldn’t respond, letting the draken know that things were being done and that they had a plan for the future hopefully gave hope. At the very least, it showed that people cared and hadn’t forgotten.

Unfortunately, Alyssa couldn’t do much else for Izsha. Not directly anyway. Not more than she already had. She was acting as the primary go-between for Irulon and Brakkt. With the former asleep, finally, Alyssa wasn’t quite sure what she should be doing. Kasita was sticking around with Irulon to ensure that someone was there when she woke up, but Alyssa should probably join her. She was the one who spoke with Tenebrael on the regular, after all. If Tenebrael was doing something strange, Alyssa might be able to answer a few questions. Or at least try to call down Tenebrael to make the angel answer some questions.

“Anything else you need?”

“I think I’m good for now. I’ll send up Musca with a note if I think of anything.”

The tiger-striped draken, not quite sleeping in one corner of the room, opened an eye and stared between Brakkt and Alyssa. For some reason, Alyssa felt like Brakkt was getting a much heavier glare than normal. Letting out a snort of hot air, the draken closed its eyes once again, settling into a large patch of straw.

“Alright. I’ll be back later this evening unless Irulon wakes. If she does, I’ll probably be helping her.”

He nodded as Alyssa took her leave.

Stepping outside the stables, Alyssa sighed as she looked up at the sky. Flames burned along the horizon. White and black flames licked the otherwise blue sky where a facsimile of Tenebrael’s tattoos hung high overhead. Both the flames and the emblem were fainter here than they had been at the pit. Yet they were still present. It was a strange thing. Something that shouldn’t work. Because, looking off in the distance toward Lyria—almost in the directly opposite direction from Owlcroft—Alyssa could still see the flames on the vanishing point between the planet and the sky. Yet, if she headed back to Lyria, she knew that they would continue fading away.

It was a strange phenomenon. And she wasn’t sure how far it would extend. Could Lyria still see faint flames? What about the emblem? It was even brighter, more obvious. Once night fell, the light show would be the only light in the sky aside from the pasty grey of the moon. That was how it had been the last few nights.

As Alyssa made her way back up the path to the city and through it toward the guild’s headquarters, she couldn’t help but notice that the aura of the city had completely changed. Prior to fleeing from the Astral Authority and venturing off toward Owlcroft, Illuna had been a fairly lively city. People walked around with their heads held high, laughing and generally having a good time as they went about their business. They had walked around as such anyway.

Walking through the city now, people kept their eyes down. More than a few could be seen praying on their knees, asking Tenebrael for… whatever. Forgiveness? Mercy? Judgment of their enemies? Alyssa honestly didn’t know. But they were afraid. It wasn’t just the sky being on fire. The Astral Authority that had appeared for Alyssa had spread throughout the city looking for her. While Brakkt and Irulon stayed behind specifically to warn off people who might try to attack or agitate the fake-angels, they hadn’t been able to warn everyone.

Around a dozen people, four soldiers and several others, lost their lives after managing to kill a Kindness. It hadn’t attacked back, but a passing Patience took off their heads with apparently little effort.

Just thinking about it made Alyssa sigh. If she had kept better control over herself, the Astral Authority wouldn’t have come chasing after her, those people wouldn’t have died, she could have gone to Owlcroft with Irulon and Brakkt, maybe Izsha wouldn’t have… died. Or maybe everything would have gone much worse. Brakkt, Irulon, Fela, and the other draken might all have been caught up in that Justice’s attack. It had been… overwhelming.

Maybe things couldn’t have turned out better. It was impossible to know. Not even Irulon or the Pharaoh’s magic could turn time back for a second attempt. As far as Alyssa knew, while Fractal Mirror could reveal possible futures, there was no spell to reveal alternate pasts. So she would never know.

Opening the door to the guild, she found it surprisingly empty. Martin, the local leader of Illuna, had hired out most of them to keep an eye on the city. Not because of those few guards who had died, but because of general uncertainty. He, like many others in the city, was afraid. The sky had people claiming that an apocalypse was upon them, even though Alyssa had tried to explain that it was actually a ploy by Tenebrael to get those fake-angels of the Astral Authority to deal with the demons.

Lisa was one of the few around. Oz, Catal, and Lumen were all helping keep an eye on matters around the city. Besides Alyssa’s mother, there was only one table of four present. A group that looked quite exhausted. All four were in full armor, maybe having just gotten off a shift watching the city. Alyssa caught a few glares from them as she walked through the room. She wasn’t sure if that was because of the Astral Authority showing up in her wake or because they had been present when she had chained everyone in the room. Either way, she ignored them. With her sunglasses broken, her glowing white eyes were on full display. She doubted that anyone was going to bother her.

And if they did, she had put several hours over the last few days toward drawing out a few dozen more Spectral Chains cards. She wasn’t going to run out unless she had to chain up a whole angry mob.

Which hopefully wasn’t going to be a concern at any point let alone the near future.

“How is it going?” Lisa asked as Alyssa sank into the seat beside her.

“With Izsha?” Alyssa picked a sliver of meat off her mother’s plate. “Still the same.”

Slowly, and somewhat awkwardly, Lisa put an arm around Alyssa’s shoulder and pulled her close. “I honestly don’t know what to say,” she said, gently rubbing the shoulder. “Your father was always better at these kinds of things than I was. I’m… a bit more standoffish. But I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you that.”

That was an understatement. Alyssa’s father had always been the one around. He made birthday cakes, he went to school events, he had driven Alyssa when she went on her very first date. As embarrassing as that last event had been, he was always the more… there parent. Not that Alyssa thought her mother didn’t love her or anything. It was just her job. The military kept her away from a lot of family events. One weekend a month, she had to go to work. Plus the occasional deployments that had happened, resulting in her disappearing overseas or just to training forts away from home for months at a time.

Alyssa didn’t resent her for it. It was all thanks to that sacrifice that Alyssa, Clark, and their father got to live comfortably. And yet… it definitely made it much harder to relate. And that went both ways. Alyssa respected her mother, but sometimes she felt a little guilty that most of that respect was the same respect that she might have for a teacher rather than a parent. It was a complicated emotion. One not even completely accurate in that analogy because there was definite love there, and she wasn’t sure that she had ever really loved a teacher.

But still… she didn’t quite know how to act either. Ever since her mother had come to this world, they both had kept each other at arms length. Interaction was common, but always a bit stilted, like neither knew exactly what to say or do.

So it was nice to hear that her mother felt the same.

“We’re just a little awkward together,” Alyssa said with a small smile. Sitting in her mother’s arms as she was, she honestly didn’t think she needed much in the way of conversation. “You don’t need to say anything. This is enough.”

A silence of the comfortable variety fell between them. Alyssa didn’t feel a need to speak as she snacked on her mother’s meal. It was still hot. She must have only gotten it a few minutes before Alyssa walked in. Which did raise one question. “How come you aren’t with Oz and crew?”

“Catal is negotiating a contract for the journey back,” Lisa said, pointing to one of the closed doors at the far end of the room. “I don’t think it’s going to go well, but we’ll have to see. Oz and Lumen are on shift for the night watch tonight. They’re trying to get a bit of a nap in before having to wake up for that.”

“I see.”

“Which does remind me… Someone was looking for you earlier.”

“Someone?” Alyssa repeated with a frown. The only people who should be looking for her were people who had traveled here with them. Fela, Trik, Kasita, Oz’s crew, or the royal siblings. None of whom should have been as unfamiliar as to deserve a someone.

“Didn’t catch their name,” Lisa said, confirming Alyssa’s worries.

“And you didn’t know who they were?”

“Never seen them before in my life. Some younger man with blond hair, accompanied by a few children.”

“Fancy clothes and maybe a fleur de lis somewhere on his outfit?”

“You do know him,” Lisa said with a slight accusation in her tone. “You know more about history than I do so I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you that both the infant mortality rate and maternal mortality rate during medieval times were… staggeringly high.”

“Mom. I’m not… That’s…”

“There are also diseases to consider. The lack of contraceptive measures as well.”

“Mom!” Alyssa pulled away, slipping out from under her mother’s arm. “First of all, I know. Second… no.”

“I just want to make sure that you’re staying as safe as you can be.”

Under other circumstances, Alyssa might have thought that her mother was joking. As religious as her household had been, sex had never really been a joking topic. In fact, the only other times she could remember such things being mentioned were during sex-ed as part of school and after her first period. So having it brought up now, Alyssa could only shake her head in confusion as to how her mother thought a mildly good-looking person would lead to anything of a sexual relationship. At least so soon. They had only been in the city for a few days, including before heading out to Owlcroft.

Alyssa was not the kind of person to hop into one-night stands.

“I don’t even know his name.”

“But you do know him.”

“He’s the court arcanist for Illuna. Not sure what rank he is, but probably at least a five. If he is looking for me, it’s probably something magic related. Nothing more.”

“Mhmm…”

Alyssa stood with a sigh. “I should probably go find him.”

“Weren’t you watching over Princess Irulon?”

“Kasita can handle that. Irulon only just fell asleep less than an hour ago. With her having been unable to fall asleep for half a week now, I doubt she’ll be up soon. And I don’t want to wake her early and interrupt anything… and waking her is almost impossible anyway,” Alyssa said, thinking back to all the times she had needed to wake the Sleeping Beauty up. A slight grimace crossed her face. “No. It’s best if she remains asleep until she wakes up naturally, at which point Kasita will likely send a Message.”

“Stay safe.”

“Yeah. You too… The arcanist, he didn’t say where he was going to be, did he?”

“He mentioned heading back to Illuna’s manor.”

“Alright. Thanks.”

Alyssa could not get out of there fast enough. Perhaps when she returned, her mother would come back to her senses. For the time being…

The manor wasn’t a long walk from the guild. Illuna was a large city, but probably only about a quarter or maybe a third of Lyria’s size. Actually getting into the manor was a bit more difficult. It had a pair of guards stationed outside the gate. The quacks of the geese and ducks landed like a trumpet on the ear as she tried to explain that the arcanist wanted to talk to her, but neither of the guards were listening. They had probably gone deaf from all the stupid birds in the yard.

She was just about to give up and leave until the arcanist came to find her himself when another person rushed outside, crossed the lawn, and ran right up to one of the gate guards. The person, dressed as a servant, whispered into the guards ear with occasional pointing toward the upper floors of the manor. Following his finger, Alyssa spotted the blond arcanist waving down at her.

After that, she got inside without any complaint. The servant brought her right up a set of stairs to the room Alyssa spotted from the outside. He stopped at the door, knocked twice, waited for a confirmation from inside, and opened it for Alyssa. All without hardly speaking to her. From his occasional shifty glances, she got the feeling that he was a little nervous in her presence.

Yet another reason to find a way to replace her glasses. She should have asked Tenebrael, but she really hadn’t been thinking about such a small thing at the time.

The room was almost disturbingly reminiscent of Decorous’ office back in Lyria. It was overly gaudy with tapestries bearing the Illuna crest adorning the walls. A fanciful table occupied a good chunk of the room, though there was enough space that it didn’t feel cramped even with a few chairs around the table. Only two of those chairs were occupied. One by the blond arcanist with a little girl sitting on his lap. The other by that heavily cloaked figure that Alyssa had first seen him with when those children came up to bug Fela. As with then, the cloth bindings left no skin visible, though there were some odd lumps, mostly around the right side of the body.

Disfigured, perhaps? Trying to hide it? Alyssa didn’t know exactly what a leper colony consisted of back on Earth, but, if there were similar things here, it wouldn’t be a stretch to assume that otherwise normal people would want to hide any abnormalities. Though the heavy cloth on its own was something of an abnormality.

The door closed behind her as Alyssa entered the room, leaving the servant on the opposite side.

“I heard you wanted to speak with me,” Alyssa said, remaining standing at the opposite end of the table.

“Indeed, I am pleased you came to me as well. I don’t particularly like to go outside. Small dark places suit me much better than wide open streets or fields.”

Alyssa glanced around the room once again. It really wasn’t that dark at all. Several jars of that glowing potion were set about, providing proper illumination. They weren’t quite as bright as Tzheitza’s brews, whether that was because they were older and nearing replacement or because the local potioneer was less skilled wasn’t a question that Alyssa could answer. Still, she just shrugged it off.

“If this is about the sky, I don’t know when or if it will turn back to normal.”

“Dealing with the demons, is it?” he asked, glancing over his shoulder to the window he had been waving out from before. With the little girl on his lap, he couldn’t turn all that much. The little girl, for her part, just sat and stared at the table. It was a bit creepy, to be honest. Alyssa wasn’t sure which was worse, the man with the kid on his lap or the girl that hardly moved. “Despite the increased presence of guards along the city walls looking for incidents to respond to, there hasn’t been a single infected spotted. No plague incidents within the city either, though three days isn’t really much time to identify and eliminate such things.”

Fela might have been able to do that, but she had been spending almost all of her time with Kasita, Brakkt, or spending the nights with Alyssa. Perhaps she would ask if Trik and Fela would be willing to run around, just in case. Though Alyssa really wasn’t expecting much in the way of plague infections. Not with the emblem of Tenebrael hanging in the sky. The plague struck when faith was low. People were fearful at the moment, but their faith was probably higher than ever.

“But that isn’t what this is about at all,” the arcanist said with a grin. “Rather, is your offer for supplies still on the table?”

“Supplies?” Alyssa blinked. “What supplies?”

“Oh come now. I thought you saw everything.”

Alyssa blinked again. This time, she concentrated for a moment, focusing on the souls in the room.

There were only two souls apart from herself. The cloaked figure and the person… the monster sitting across from her.

She felt like slapping herself. How had she missed that. “Volta?” she said.

The little girl in his lap remained still, but the man smiled.

“So this is what you meant when you said you kept humans from discovering that oasis. And how you knew all about the situation with Illuna and the demons. You’re…” Alyssa let out a small chuckle in spite of herself. “How do people not notice that you’ve got the little girl attached to you at all times?”

“Oh? You can see my true self? Normal people ignore the real me completely.”

“Oh.” It was one of those things. “I didn’t get a good look at you in the cave before you melted your clone into your body, but I really should have noticed. I feel silly now. And that one…” Alyssa looked to the cloaked person. It had to be a monster too. Maybe one of the animal-eared monsters from the oasis, but… with the strange bulges on half its body… “The sword monster?”

“Eheheh…”

Definitely no mistaking that slightly muffled giggle.

“Does anyone know? Martin or anyone else from Illuna?”

“Martin does not,” the blond fake said with a shake of his head. “I believe I have fully infiltrated this city with none the wiser. And I would prefer that it stay that way.”

Alyssa’s smile slipped ever so slightly. “As long as you aren’t causing harm to the people here.”

“No harm. Just a bit of trouble every now and again. Our oasis has been nearly discovered on several occasions. So far, I’ve managed to distract the people here enough.”

“Then there is no problem.”

“Good. Then let us talk a little business about how you can help me out. And maybe I can find something you need help with in return.”
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                “I have heard what happened to the draken in your care and what you and your party are trying to do for it. I sincerely hope it goes well.”

“Yeah,” Alyssa said. “Me too.”

Now knowing roughly what kind of company she was in, Alyssa had taken a seat at the table. Before, she had been a bit wary that some high arcanist of the local government wanted to talk to her. She wasn’t sure that she should be entirely comfortable in the presence of these monsters—she had only met and talked with them for a few minutes back at the oasis and that had not been the most peaceful of introductions—however, at least she knew exactly what she was dealing with.

A doppelganger. A creature in a similar vein to Kasita’s kind. Its body wasn’t illusory like Kasita’s, but it did construct paper-thin illusions out of its own flesh and blood. Its forms were a bit more substantial than Kasita’s, allowing it to actually lift heavier weights and occupy a space for real, however, its construct was just as inconsequential as Kasita’s. If someone stabbed the man, the little girl wouldn’t be harmed at all. Though it would probably break the illusion that kept her from being perceived.

The other one was a strange sort of monster. Apparently something that should not be north of the Fortress of Pandora, according to both Brakkt and Oz who had told Alyssa a little about the monsters they had encountered in that oasis on the way to Illuna. It had been a human at one point in time. Or half of it had been. The woman had picked up a monster known simply as a cursed sword. A living, sentient sword that formed a parasitic relationship with its host. At the start, the host might not even realize that the sword was anything other than a sword, but the more the sword got used, the more the sword gradually took over.

If the human ever died, the sword would simply go inert until some other unsuspecting person spotted it and picked it up. It was particularly dangerous to the uninformed. The cursed sword looked an awful lot like an enchanted sword, something anyone would love to pick up if only because of how much they could be sold for. But as soon as they did, they would feel a compulsion to use it rather than to sell it, starting the process over again.

Alyssa wasn’t entirely sure how that worked with souls. Closing her eyes and concentrating, she could only see one soul in the sword’s position. Perhaps the woman had died completely and had already had her soul reaped by either Tenebrael or Iosefael. Or perhaps it was something more along the lines of the final stages of Irulon and the dragon’s situation.

Either way, the sword was now simply sitting to the side, staring down at her hands with the occasional giggling. Creepy. Her very existence was disturbing, but she really made it all the worse with how she giggled and stared. But as long as the sword wasn’t going to hop bodies anytime soon, it probably didn’t matter all that much. The damage was already done for the person it had taken over.

Volta didn’t seem like the kind of person that would allow harm to come to her companions even if Alyssa wanted to do something.

If the woman died and the people looked like they would try to pick up the sword, Alyssa would try to stop them, of course. But that wasn’t likely to happen. Hopefully.

Though it did raise the question of whether or not the cursed sword could take over the body of something else. Tenebrael had made those empty meat puppets for replacing Jason, Chris, and Alyssa’s mother. She had put souls into them to fool angels, but Alyssa had to wonder whether or not the sword could make use of an empty one. With Tenebrael’s power at her fingertips, Alyssa might even be able to create empty puppets if it came down to it.

But, barring some disaster befalling Illuna or the oasis, that was entirely theoretical. And hopefully would stay that way. Alyssa really didn’t want to go about creating meat puppets if at all possible.

“If there is anything I can do for the draken, please, let me know.”

“Thanks, but I don’t know that there is much you can do. We’re currently waiting on a bit of information before pressing forward with our plan to get Izsha back on its feet.”

“I don’t have much experience with draken. Do you know what is wrong?”

“That’s what we are hoping to find out,” Alyssa lied. No sense getting complicated with talks of souls and angels. “For now, Izsha is stable and not getting any worse. It’s just that Izsha isn’t getting better either.”

The man posing as the arcanist frowned, putting a hand to his chin as he rubbed the small stubble that was growing around his chin. Volta’s actual body hardly moved at all. Oz, Brakkt, and even Kasita hadn’t mentioned anything about that, but it seemed that the fake-body took over most motions and actions, leaving the doppelganger’s true body in a somewhat inert state, only able to walk around behind the fake while it was up.

“We’ll handle it, don’t worry,” Alyssa said with a small smile. “Izsha has been a good friend to me. Brakkt cares for all the draken a great deal as well. We’re not going to leave anyone out hanging out to dry.”

“Still, I wish there were something I could do.”

“It’s fine. Don’t you have your own problems you need help with? You surely wouldn’t have brought me here and revealed your identity if all you needed to do was to pass me a shopping list. And with your position, shopping for yourself probably isn’t that big of a problem anyway.”

“Bigger than you might think. I can’t exactly hire a courier to deliver food and supplies to the oasis. Even dropping them off in the middle of the desert would be far too suspicious. People might not think I am a monster right away, but they might suspect that I am supplying brigands and highwaymen who litter the areas.”

That would probably be bad. Alyssa could see how Volta might come under fire for that. And it wasn’t like someone could deliver supplies directly to the oasis. Not without finding a trusted merchant who could handle it without selling the secret later on. That probably wasn’t an impossible task, but a risky one nonetheless. Volta wouldn’t want to do anything to jeopardize the likely prestigious and influential position of court arcanist too. As she mentioned, she had used the position to divert attention away from the oasis in the past.

“So it is just a shopping list?” Alyssa said after a moment. “When I met you in the oasis, I figured you were being literal about supplies. Finding you here made me thing you were trying to bring me in on some secret sabotage or desperate quest to rescue a captured member of your community. But now we’ve gone back to supplies, so that’s nice I guess.”

“Well… If you want to do a bit more to help…”

Alyssa pressed her lips together, staring for a moment before sighing. “I can’t promise anything more than delivering supplies on our return journey. Not while Izsha is down with a sickness. But, I suppose I can listen and discuss with my companions any possible solutions.”

“Don’t worry. It’s nothing serious like rescuing comrades. Illuna doesn’t have many—if any—slaves and everyone living at the oasis follows strict rules to avoid detection. No one has been captured since I arrived.” Volta’s body double, who Alyssa still didn’t know the name of, shook his head. “No. Rather, in addition to simple food and maybe clothing supplies, I would like to ask that you visit another location and take some supplies there as well. It is not directly on the route back to Lyria, but the detour isn’t so great as to add weeks to the journey. They are not as close to a city as we are nor are they in the middle of a desert, so they can grow some crops and maintain livestock to a limited degree. However, they have had a bit of a famine this year. Over half their crops died with no yield. Some kind of pestilence, I gather.”

“I can’t deliver extra food to you and you have some of the other monsters take it down to this other location?”

“We aren’t really equipped to travel. No horses or carriages. If we ever have to flee, we’ll be fleeing on foot. As such, carrying even small amounts of food isn’t possible as we tend to eat what we can carry.”

“I see. We should have the carrying power, especially if Izsha makes a full recovery. How soon do they need food? Are they starving right now? And how far is it? It might be possible to have Brakkt run down with Dasca, Musca, and Ensou if it is needed right away.”

“They should have enough storage to last even a few months. There may even be another solution down the line. It’s just that this information came to my attention and I would prefer to help them out sooner rather than leave things to chance.”

“Understandable,” Alyssa said with a nod of her head, thinking.

It didn’t sound that bad. She wouldn’t say anything one way or another until she had conferred with Brakkt and Irulon, but a small detour wasn’t that big a deal. And if it let them skirt the edges of the Plains of the Dead, Alyssa was all for it. The biggest problem was going to be the guild. Would they take exception to several communities of monsters? Oz was already unhappy enough about being asked to keep the oasis a secret. Lumen and Catal weren’t far behind him. It was really only thanks to Brakkt and Irulon that they hadn’t told everyone at the local guild tavern about the little community of monsters.

Alyssa and everyone else carrying supplies might be able to split away without too much issue, but her mother would probably go with them. Alyssa really didn’t like the idea of being separated for too long. She could probably take care of herself and Oz wouldn’t let her come to harm willingly. But, especially in an area known for having criminals attacking caravans, Alyssa would feel much safer with them all together.

“I’ll have to discuss it with the others, but I don’t see too much issue. Not so long as it isn’t that far out of the way.”

“Until you agree, I’ll be keeping the exact location a secret. Not that I don’t trust you—I’ve been keeping an eye on you and your group, none of you have mentioned the Oasis thus far—it’s just that the less people that know, the less people there are that can leak the secret to people we would rather not have know about our presence. We’re peaceful groups, just trying to keep a low profile and live our lives. But we will defend ourselves if necessary.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to lie down and die. But… It’s a shame that you have to live like that. Since coming to this… uh… land, I’ve been quite disappointed in the treatment of monsters by humans. I think there is a lot to gain on both ends by cooperating.”

“I can’t say that the treatment is completely undeserved,” Volta said with a sorry shake of the double’s head. “Monsters have definitely been the aggressors in more than one conflict.”

There had been a war with the elves several years before Alyssa had even appeared on Nod. Apparently that one had been started by elves. She couldn’t remember who she had heard that from, but it was likely either Oz or Tzheitza. Either way, it did raise the question of why the humans simply didn’t wipe out the elves. Or all the monsters south of Pandora, for that matter. Alyssa wouldn’t condone such actions, but she doubted most of the people of this world had her same opinions on matters. Was it just the current royal family and their passing friendliness with monsters that kept them from taking more drastic action?

Some things would be difficult to wipe out. Gaunts, for one. Dragons were another that Alyssa knew about. There were surely other things that would be extremely difficult to kill. But elves? From what Alyssa had gathered, most elves lived within the mountains on the southern coast. Perhaps that was the reason why. Inhospitable terrain that would be difficult to march an army through. Plus the elves penchant for engineering. If only one or two could construct secret passages right in the middle of Lyria, their entire society could fill those mountains with traps, escape routes, and even ways to get behind an approaching enemy.

Thinking about it like that, the elves would probably be an incredibly resilient force.

And who knew exactly what lived south of Pandora. The fortress apparently came under assault on a regular basis, but it managed to hold off against whatever was down there. Gaunts and cursed swords were probably the least of the most dangerous things in the area.

Once again, Alyssa thought to see it for herself. Once Tenebrael fully booted the Astral Authority from Nod, she would have to try to make a portal down there. The Pharaoh wanted one anyway. Though Alyssa did question the wisdom behind putting a portal right next to the largest human city. If hostile monsters ever did smash through the Fortress of Pandora, they could completely cripple the government by slipping through the portal. Probably multiple governments with leaders of other cities spending much of their time around Lyria.

Then again, having the time-manipulating Pharaoh able to act instantly should something happen rather than weeks or potentially months—if a Message didn’t reach him—might make up for any potential security issues.

Ah well. That was something for other people to worry about. Alyssa would only worry about when, inevitably, something bad came through the portal and started attacking the city and she wound up caught in the middle of it all.

Maybe opening temporary portals would be for the best.

“You’ve been silent for a while.”

Alyssa looked up to find Volta’s fake body staring down at here, lips pressed into a gentle smile. “Just thinking troublesome thoughts,” she mumbled. “Nothing to worry over.”

“I see. I see. You’re staying with the local guild, are you not?”

“That is correct.”

Nodding, Volta looked toward the window. “I’ll have someone along with a list of supplies for both locations. Come see me before you leave and I’ll let you know how to get to the second. As thanks, I do have a collection of potions here. Perhaps some might help with your draken friend?”

“Its body is healthy. We’re just waiting on a bit of information for a spell that will fix Izsha’s mind. I’m doubtful that any potion will help.”

“Unfortunate. Sorry I couldn’t be of more help.”

“It’s fine. Offering is more than enough.” Alyssa stood, stretching a little. “I’ll be back after talking with my companions. If there was nothing else..?”

“Actually, one thing.” Volta turned back to face Alyssa, though neither of her bodies stood to match. “Raugis was asking for the… ‘handsome warrior’ who escorted her here.”

“Oz?”

“I don’t believe she mentioned his name.”

“Probably Oz,” Alyssa said, wondering just what Raugis might want to meet with him about. Surely his lame stories didn’t actually woo her. “I’ll let him know. If she didn’t mean him, he can figure it out himself,” she said to herself, turning to leave. “Thanks for—”

“Ah.” For the first time since entering the room, the cursed sword spoke. She held up a finger, staring right at Alyssa. Her eyes, gleaming out from under her hood, were like daggers as she stared.

Alyssa froze, shifting where she stood. The sword was just staring. Nothing else. Her finger was unmoving in the air like she wanted to mention something, but had simply shut down.

“Red? Something to say?”

“Ah. The sword,” she said. “Eheheh, I want to see it.”

Volta sighed, slumping slightly.

It could have been anything. And yet, Alyssa only took a moment to realize what she was talking about. “Brakkt’s sword?”

“Feel free to ignore that.”

“But I want to cut—”

“Ignore it, please,” Volta said, waving a tired hand toward the door.

“Right…”

Although her mask and cloak covered up almost the entirety of the sword’s body and face, there was still an obvious dejection in her suddenly slumped posture. Alyssa tried to ignore the monster as she made her way to the door.

Just before shutting it behind her, she heard Volta speak in a semi-harsh tone. “I’ve told you before—”

Alyssa put it out of her mind. The servant that had brought her up to the room had been waiting in a chair at the end of the hallway. Upon seeing the door open and close, he quickly stood up and, with hardly more than five words, he quickly led Alyssa back outside. All in all, she was out less than twenty minutes after arriving. A relatively short meeting, but she was just glad that there hadn’t been any big bombs dropped. No threats against her or her companions, no people trying to arrest her for whatever she might have done, no demons sneaking into the city. Just a simple request for help.

It was nice to be not thrown from one crisis to another for once. Especially because the current crisis hadn’t technically been resolved just yet. It was just on hold until Irulon woke.

With that damper on her mildly good mood, Alyssa decided to head back and check on the sleeping princess.
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                Alyssa bolted up the stairs of the guild building toward the individual rooms. She practically threw some poor man into the wall as she sprinted upward without so much as a word of apology. Ignoring the indignant shout behind her, she continued to the third floor.

Like many taverns in large cities, the guild had an attached inn. Smaller towns didn’t have anything of the sort. One was expected to either sleep in their own cart or to ask for shelter with one of the local residents. Teneville had a larger inn because it was something of a tourist destination. Taverns that did have inns generally weren’t the nicest places around. Not a lot of people actually traveled, so there wasn’t much need for such places. Spare rooms were, much like Alyssa’s place at Tzheitza’s potion shop, oftentimes repurposed storage or even occasionally personal living spaces. Alyssa didn’t think that dedicated hotel-style inns actually existed.

But if they did, the guild taverns got closest. With their members traveling often as part of quests or jobs, the guild provided lodging in basically every major city. Even some smaller townships that were on well-traveled routes would have a single-room guild outpost. Technically, they weren’t supposed to be open to the general public. But when there were spare rooms around and wealthy merchants—and clients, oftentimes—who didn’t want to stay in old rundown rat-infested buildings, the local guild leaders might decide to rent out some rooms for some extra cash.

Irulon wasn’t a merchant or a client, but who was actually going to turn away royalty?

That she was rich didn’t hurt her chances of renting a few rooms too.

Martin, the local governor—or acting governor, for lack of a better word—had offered her and Brakkt a room in his manor. Irulon had politely declined, stating that she should be near the rest of her party. Brakkt would rather sleep out in a barn with the draken than play politics. Or so Alyssa believed, anyway. He hadn’t actually said that in as many words.

Irulon had been given one of only four rooms on the third floor. One with a good view of the surrounding cityscape. It was one of the nicer rooms. Probably one that they charged high prices for when wealthy merchants wanted to stay. And she had it all to herself. In comparison, Alyssa was with her mother, Fela, and Lumen down on the second floor. Oz, Catal, and Trik were all bunking together as well.

Despite that, Alyssa barged in without even knocking.

Irulon sat on the edge of the bed, hands pressed to her forehead. Her hair was disheveled, looking like she had just woken from a night of constant tossing and turning. The single blanket on the bed supported that theory. Her clothes weren’t neat and tidy either. It looked like she had just thrown on a short black dress without even trying to straighten it out.

At Irulon’s side, Kasita sat on the bed, worried expression on her face as she looked up to Alyssa. Her hand on Irulon’s shoulder tightened slightly before relaxing.

“I came as quick as I could,” Alyssa said, looking between Irulon and Kasita. The latter had sent her a Message saying that Irulon had woken only minutes ago. Alyssa had been eating breakfast down in the guild’s main room. It had been a clipped Message. Just a quick statement saying that Irulon was up. “What happened?”

Irulon didn’t look up. She kept a hand over her eyes like she was trying to blot out the light from the windows. “As you prophesied, I received revelation.”

“Don’t phrase it like that but continue anyway.”

No answer came. Not immediately. Alyssa fully moved into the room, closing the door behind her. She had more than enough time to shoot Kasita a concerned glance and to receive a shrug in return.

“Irulon?” Alyssa said after another few minutes of silence.

“I think I… might be in trouble.”

“Trouble?” Alyssa’s stomach sank as cold ice slid down her back. “Are you… Will you not be able to help Izsha?”

“Izsha?” Irulon said with a low, sardonic chuckle. “I believe I know exactly what is wrong and how to fix it. It won’t be easy. It will require some preparation. But I can set forth a plan to resolve that issue by the end of the month. Probably.”

The ice melted. Just a little. Whatever was bothering Irulon was still around, but Izsha would be fine. Hopefully. A month was a long time to be effectively comatose, but not insurmountable. They could get the body to eat. Maybe even move it around a bit to keep muscles from completely atrophying. It would be some effort, but that was effort Alyssa was perfectly willing to put in. And Brakkt wasn’t going to just leave Izsha either. He would help.

They might not be able to leave Illuna for that time. Maybe even a while after. But that wasn’t too big of a worry. It wasn’t Lyria, but she could use a break from the constant attacks and chaos of humanity’s largest city anyway.

As long as the demons and Astral Authority stayed away, that was.

“If you can help Izsha, then…” Alyssa’s eyes narrowed. “What did that— What did Tenebrael tell you? You can probably just ignore it. Whatever she said or did was probably something just to annoy me.”

“It wasn’t anything she said or did. It was what I did.”

Alyssa’s eyes widened before narrowing once again. Slowly, she sat down next to Irulon on the opposite side from Kasita. “In that case, I’m sure she’ll forgive whatever it was.” Or rather, Tenebrael really didn’t care much for mortals in the first place. Unless Irulon had attacked Tenebrael and managed to do some damage, Alyssa doubted there was anything she could have done that would have upset the stupid angel.

“Hey,” Irulon said, looking up. Her eyes were their natural violet. “You can pull my soul out of my body, right?”

“Uh…”

“Or the dragon’s soul? Either one,” Irulon said, looking back down to her lap, “but you would probably rather have the dragon around than me.”

Alyssa blinked. A moment after, her face twisted into a scowl. Her hand raked across Irulon’s face. Not a hard slap, but it made a clapping noise. Hopefully it was enough to snap her back to her senses. “First of all, no. Second of all, no! Lastly, what did that stupid bitch tell you that brought this on?”

Irulon didn’t respond. She dropped her head back into her hands and just shuddered. “Tenebrael didn’t speak to me, so you can quit with that kind of talk,” she said after a long moment. “I’ve learned things. Things that, in retrospect, make taking on the dragon’s soul far less appealing. I’m pretty sure I’m destroying myself. Completely. And the dragon as well. It isn’t just death, but a death of death. It’s… I’m struggling to find the words for it. The information I’ve received wasn’t like a lecture at the Observatorium, it was more like flashes of images and insight.”

“So now you want to be separated?”

“No.”

“No? But you—”

“Not really. I enjoy my companion’s… companionship. To be honest, I can hardly remember what I was like before. I was always intelligent and driven,” Irulon said, straightening her back ever so slightly. “But the dragon has propelled me to new heights. My memory is perfect. I can think so much faster. Looking around, I can observe even minute details of the environment. My hand is far more steady when constructing spell cards. Even riding here on the back of Musca, I passively absorbed its movement and automatically compensated to write steadily.” Her straightened back slumped once again. “I don’t even know what I would be like if that were stripped from me. I don’t want it taken away.

“What I want and what I need are two separate things.”

Alyssa opened her mouth, but no words came out. She didn’t have a clue what to say to that. It must have been what her mother had been feeling just yesterday when she tried to comfort her over Izsha’s… situation. At the time, her mother had pulled her into a hug. That had made her feel better. Irulon really wasn’t the hugging sort, but…

She put an arm around the other girl anyway.

Irulon stiffened. Her entire body went rigid. Kasita shifted her hand to Irulon’s arm, letting Alyssa pull Irulon just a little closer.

“What are you doing?”

“Um…” Alyssa had expected the stiffness. But she had also expected that stiffness to melt away. Irulon wasn’t the type to cry. Not even over something existential. But there should have been something comforting about the situation.

Instead, Irulon was shooting her a violet-eyed glare.

“I just… Uh…”

Kasita leaned forward, looking directly at Irulon. “What does the dragon think about all this?”

Taking the opportunity for what it was, Alyssa quickly disentangled herself from the stubborn princess. Given all of Irulon’s bragging about her mental alacrity with the dragon’s enhancements, it was unlikely that Kasita would have distracted Irulon enough to make her forget. But at least Irulon didn’t say anything as she turned to face the mimic.

“To clarify,” Kasita said. “I meant about your current… partnership? The way things are right now. How does the dragon feel about that? Because I think I would be going insane if I had to sit around in your head all day.”

“Ah. The dragon is absolutely enamored with the situation as it stands.”

“Really?” Kasita said, disbelief obvious in her tone.

“Dragons hibernate for long periods of time and don’t really get to experience the world the way we do. Riding around with me has offered more entertainment than could be experienced in centuries within a draconic body.”

“So you both want to stay the way you are?”

“Want, yes. Need? As I just said—”

“Then fix it.”

Irulon blinked at being interrupted. “What? Fix what?”

“You’re smart. You’ve got the dragon helping you. You’ve even got Tenebrael offering information. So quit moping around and just figure out a way to stick together without ruining your souls or whatever—I’m not going to pretend to understand that stuff, especially not to the one person in the world who probably does understand it. But just… magic up a ritual and fix yourselves.”

“Just fix it?”

“Yeah.”

Irulon stared. Her eyes flicked to their black and white state for a beat of a heart before changing back to violet. “Wow. Just fix it. Why didn’t I think of that. Thanks, that makes everything better.”

Pressing her lips together with a small harrumph, Kasita pulled her hand off Irulon’s arm. “No need to get like that. I know you’re upset, but—”

“Sorry,” Irulon mumbled, rubbing at her forehead. “I feel like I haven’t gotten enough sleep. And there is so much to do. I can’t sleep.”

“I might have a solution,” Alyssa said. “Not a real solution that will let you stay together,” she quickly added before Irulon could get her hopes up. “But, while I was on Earth rescuing Chris and the others, Tenebrael created fake bodies. I was just thinking about it the other day. If you can’t just fix it, then you at least don’t have to decide between killing yourself or killing the dragon. You can keep your body and we can make a new one for the dragon.

“And for the record…” Alyssa narrowed her eyes ever so slightly. “I would prefer you no matter how useful the dragon is. Sorry dragon,” she said just a little louder, like she was calling out to some far off person listening in. “But I know Irulon. Irulon is my friend. I haven’t even spoken to you. I’m sure you’re very nice and personable, but I have to prioritize my friends over complete strangers.” Under other circumstances, she might not even believe that the dragon was real and was instead just some insane construct of Irulon’s mind.

But, having been on this world for months now, she knew better.

Though, now that she had said it aloud, creating a body for the dragon might be problematic. They were the size of mountains… on the small side. Brakkt might be happy to see a giant dragon with scales and wings, but for everyone else, that was a nightmare scenario. Especially if it got hungry.

Maybe just creating a human body would be for the best. If it liked being in Irulon, it would probably like a human body better than that of a dragon anyway. And might even be used to it already. In fact, making a clone of Irulon might be for the best. It would probably be easier to synchronize those souls together in that case.

But that wasn’t something that would happen this instant. “I think I would need to practice creating a body. I don’t think the bodies Tenebrael made were meant to last for any length of time. I remember her being… sloppy about creating them. We wouldn’t want to shove a soul inside one only to find out that the heart isn’t even hooked up properly.”

“That would be bad.” Irulon sighed, slumping back against the wall. It was a bit far from the edge of her bed, leaving her in a rather uncomfortable-looking position with her shoulders against the wall but her back against the bed. Even still, she didn’t try to get up or readjust. “I appreciate the options, but I’m still not sure what to do or what is best to do. I’m not used to this uncertainty.”

“Take your time and think about it,” Alyssa said. “You’ve been like this for a year or two, right? It’s not like today is the cutoff date where you have to be separated or else.”

“No,” Irulon said, nodding. Or trying to nod. Her slumped posture didn’t allow much in the way of head shakes. “You’re right. This isn’t like me. I need to take a moment and calm down. Panicking isn’t going to do anyone any good.”

It took a bit of effort, but Irulon shoved off the wall, straightened her back, and reached for one of the tomes sitting on the table next to her bed. Cracking it open revealed line after line of text written in a tiny print that Alyssa would probably need a magnifying glass to properly read. Assuming she could read it at all. The letters were of the Latin alphabet, like every bit of text in this world. Unlike everything else, the specific arrangement of the letters was not in English. Some words didn’t even have vowels. It was a code of some type. Some cypher to keep whatever she had been writing a secret.

Irulon’s eyes flicked black and white as she turned roughly halfway through the book. The text stopped abruptly, leaving the bottom half of the page blank. Picking up a wooden pen with a brass tip and dipping it into the half-empty inkwell on the same end table, she started scrawling out more of those tiny yet neat lines of text. She wrote and wrote, hitting three lines, then five.

By ten, Alyssa started to wonder if she hadn’t been forgotten about.

Glancing up, she found Kasita also looking around. Alyssa met her eyes and offered a small shrug.

Neither said anything, not wanting to interrupt Irulon.

After twenty minutes of non-stop writing, during which Alyssa and Kasita had moved over to a table in the room to quietly talk about the details of the supplies Volta wanted delivered to the monster sanctuaries, Irulon went to dip her pen into the inkwell again only to find the tip scraping against the dry bottom of the glass.

“Ah…” she mumbled. Setting the pen down, she leaned back, stretching her back. Her eyes quickly found Alyssa and Kasita. “You’re still here?”

“You didn’t notice?” Alyssa cocked an eyebrow. Irulon was always observant. “I didn’t want to just disappear on you. Not with you… distraught?”

Irulon started a scoff, but hesitated. After a moment, she nodded as if conceding the point. “I got distracted,” she said as she twisted her back one way then the other. A series of snaps ran up her spine with both movements. “Existential crisis aside, the information I now possess is fascinating. Revolutionary, even. I’m trying to parse it into words. But…” Her eyes shifted toward the empty inkwell. “It seems I need to go shopping.”

“I’ll go with you,” Alyssa said, standing.

“Unnecessary. I’m not… Writing down my thoughts has given me some time to process what I had been feeling. And you were right. A few more days, weeks, or even months isn’t going to destroy me. I have time to find a solution. A solution that both I and my companion can be happy with, at that. Perhaps even…” she trailed off, glancing to Kasita. “Well, I shouldn’t get ahead of myself just yet.”

“Still, I need to go shopping as well. Both for myself and… Volta. The leader of that oasis of monsters. I’ve gotten a list and some funds with which to buy the items on the list.” Besides that, despite Irulon’s assurance, Alyssa didn’t really feel like leaving the stubborn princess alone at the moment. That first question she had asked, wondering if Alyssa could effectively kill her… It wasn’t the time to leave her alone.

Irulon stared. Her eyes were violet at the moment, but just as piercing as they could be while black and white. Maybe she didn’t know for certain, but Irulon probably suspected some of Alyssa’s true reasons for going with her. Food wouldn’t stay good over the month that Irulon had suggested that it would take to help Izsha. While she or Brakkt could probably take the other draken—or just horses, really—out for a few days to the sanctuaries, Alyssa wasn’t really planning on it. She didn’t want to leave Izsha alone either.

There were a few nonperishables that were on the list. Blankets, wool coats, and even a small supply of lumber for the oasis sanctuary—apparently they needed some wood to help support their carved tunnels and homes. But that was relatively minor in comparison to food.

Whatever Irulon knew or thought she knew, she didn’t speak of. Instead, she closed her eyes, nodded slowly, and smiled a grimace of a smile. “Alright. But give me a few moments. I am hardly in a state befitting of royalty.”

“Okay. I’ll be just outside,” Alyssa said as she moved to the door. Kasita followed her out, standing just to her side. “Shout if you need anything.”

“I am not an invalid.”

“That doesn’t mean that you can’t ask for help.” Alyssa put on a bright smile as she gently closed the door. As soon as the door clicked shut, the smile on her face slipped right off.

Kasita opened her mouth.

Without knowing what Kasita was going to say, Alyssa put a finger to the mimic’s lips, shaking her head. ‘Later,’ she mouthed. In a soft whisper, she said, “Would you go let Brakkt know that Irulon is up? And about the likely month it might be. And… Well, I’ll leave everything else to your discretion.”

“Don’t need help shopping?”

It was a joke. Probably. Kasita would only be able to carry a blanket or two. Much more than that would be too heavy for her body to take. So Alyssa shook her head. “I’ll take Fela. If we can coax her out of her room. I think she might be a little traumatized thanks to those children last time. Otherwise… maybe my mom will come.”

“If you’re sure…” At Alyssa’s nod, Kasita shrugged and started off toward the stairs. “I’ll see if I can’t meet up with you after.”

“Sounds good to me.”

As soon as Kasita disappeared from view, Alyssa let out a long sigh as she stared at the closed door to Irulon’s room. Closing her eyes, she concentrated on the souls in the room.

The normally constant battle between Irulon and the dragon had come to a halt. They were still snatching pieces of each other, but the war had turned cold… subdued.

Alyssa had no idea what it meant.

But all she could do right now was to smile and hope that Tenebrael’s dream information was going to be enough to help both of them as well as Izsha.

Because if worse came to worst, it wouldn’t be a far-fetched thought to call down Iosefael to separate their souls. Even if it meant killing the poor dragon.
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                “How you doing today, Izsha?”

The old stables were quiet today. Brakkt had taken the other draken out for some exercise and a bit of hunting. Only the tiger-striped Musca and the still-comatose Izsha were around. The former had been… unexpectedly protective, not wanting to leave Izsha for much. Not even for a good hunt. It was sweet. At least, Alyssa thought so. Brakkt thought Musca was sick.

“Irulon is up and at ‘em. She’s still trying to translate her vision to proper words, but assures me that you are her very next priority. Even above herself.” If only because she thought Izsha’s issue was relatively easily solved in comparison to her own entanglement with the dragon.

Alyssa had taken up the task of keeping the stables clean and tidy. Brakkt had offered, but Alyssa felt like she needed to be doing something. With Irulon doing the magic side of things, Alyssa had to find her own way to help out. Physical labor looked good on her.

It wasn’t the most pleasant work to do, but it was work that needed to be done. Izsha’s body was still alive. At risk of using an analogy as bad as Tenebrael’s video game one, Alyssa saw the situation kind of like a car idling. There was no driver, but the engine was still running. To keep it running, it needed fuel. And, since it was burning fuel, there was obviously going to be some exhaust.

Thankfully, it wasn’t all physical labor. Magic helped out quite a bit. It wasn’t quite waving a hand and vanishing everything unwanted into thin air, but having what was effectively a power washer at her fingertips was nice. It wasn’t a real power washer. Not nearly strong enough. But that meant that washing down Izsha with it wasn’t going to cause any abrasions or injuries. Especially not with draken scales acting as armor.

Closing her eyes for a moment, Alyssa did one of her periodic checkups on Izsha’s soul. There weren’t any changes. Which was probably a good thing. It would obviously be better if Izsha was showing signs of recovery. Izsha getting resynchronized with itself on its own would have taken some burden off Irulon’s back. However, if there was change, there was the possibility that Alyssa wouldn’t recognize whether it was a positive change or a negative one. So long as the situation remained stable, she wouldn’t have to extrapolate information from her inexperienced sense.

“You’re looking good soul-wise,” Alyssa said in a hopefully not obviously-false chipper voice. She noted that there was some interaction between them, especially as she spoke. That interaction had been increasing a bit over the past few days. The very first day that Izsha had spent trapped inside its body, there had been hardly any interaction at all. Now, there was only a slightly below average level of soul-sharing.

So maybe there was a change after all. She wasn’t quite sure what that change meant, whether it was good or bad. But it was probably good given that other people shared souls. More importantly, Alyssa took it as confirmation that Izsha was hearing and understanding the world outside its body. If Alyssa ever found herself trapped like that, unable to move or even act, she would definitely want someone coming by on the regular, talking to her. Alone time was nice on occasion. Forced isolation wasn’t.

“There weren’t any fish in the market today, unfortunately. After asking around, it seems that the local river that supplies much of the city with its water needs doesn’t have year-round fishing. Only during specific migratory times. There is always a little, but it’s rare and expensive. So I’ve got a wrapping of mutton instead.”

For most of Alyssa’s time in the stables, Musca just sat off in the corner, staring or even sleeping. The moment Alyssa mentioned meat, Musca’s long neck stretched out as it perked its head up.

“Yes. I have some for you too,” Alyssa said with faux exasperation in her tone. “You skipped out on going with Brakkt just because you knew I was coming with an easy meal, didn’t you?”

Musca gave a low clicking trill from the back of its throat.

“Oh don’t worry. I’m not going to tell Brakkt how lazy you’re getting. It’s the least I can do for you spending time with Izsha anyway.”

Heading over to her bag in the corner of the room, Alyssa pulled out two fairly large hunks of meat, wrapped in some waxy brownish paper. She honestly wasn’t sure that it was enough meat for the full-sized draken. At least not for a full meal. But that didn’t stop Musca from jumping up, wagging her tail back and forth like a puppy begging for food.

Feeding Musca was easy. Just give the meat a twist, a flick of the wrist, and the dinosaur chomped it right out of the air. Content with how much it got, Musca returned to lying down, only masticating it a tiny bit before swallowing it mostly intact.

Izsha, on the other hand, was a bit more of a delicate matter. In the modern world, comatose patients received nutrients through intravenous drips or feeding tubes. As far as Alyssa could tell, no one had ever invented such things here. From the information she had gathered from Irulon, people who fell unconscious and didn’t wake… generally didn’t wake ever. Same with paralysis.

But Alyssa had a process. One that might save other people who had fallen into more usual comatose states once she spread knowledge of it a bit. There was a spell simply titled Grind. It was effectively a magical mortar and pestle. Applying the spell to a slab of meat would result in something akin to ground beef. Adding a bit of water to the mixture with a second application of the spell produced a fairly unappetizing meat slurry. The reddish-brown liquid was a bit thicker than water, but not so thick that a modified Draw Water spell—provided by Irulon after Alyssa described what she wanted to do—couldn’t affect it all. Using Draw Water, Alyssa basically just shoved it right down Izsha’s throat.

It was a bit of a tricky process. In a natural, passive state, the lower esophageal sphincter was closed. And at the upper end, the throat opened to the lungs to allow for breathing. The first time Alyssa tried this feeding technique, she was pretty sure that she had just about drowned Izsha in meat slurry water. Which, in her opinion would have been a terrible way to go. Go again, in Izsha’s case. It took a bit of practice to guide the slurry through the esophagus correctly.

The lack of involuntary coughing was a good sign.

At the end of it all, the stables were clean, the draken fed, and Izsha got a bit of interaction. It took a few hours, but it was time well spent in Alyssa’s opinion.

“I’m going to head back to the city now. I’ll be back later in the evening, so don’t worry. There’s just… a lot going on. Always lots going on,” she added with a slight sigh. “I thought Brakkt said that he would be back by now, but… Well, I doubt anything bad happened to him with him being him and the other draken with him, but I might need to check in on him as well as everyone else.” Alyssa hesitated in leaving. She didn’t like to leave Izsha alone. Musca was around, true, but since holding up inside the stables, either Alyssa or Brakkt had always been present.

“Message. Brakkt,” Alyssa said as she pulled out and burned a spell card. “You’re a bit late, so I wanted to make sure that nothing has gone wrong.” While sending the message, she cracked open the worn-down door to the stables and peeked outside. The city wasn’t on fire, though the sky was. But the sky being on fire had become a normality of life. For the time being, anyway. There weren’t any members of the Astral Authority flying through the air. Closing her eyes, she saw droves of demonic souls, but they were off in the distance, still battling at Owlcroft. She couldn’t spot any in the city itself. So if something was holding him up, it probably wasn’t anything big. “Message me back when you get a chance.”

He probably was just enjoying being out of the stables, hunting with the draken. It made Alyssa feel a bit awkward, like she was some kind of nagging mother, but one couldn’t be too careful in times like this. Every single day, she woke up expecting the fight between demons and the Astral Authority to spill over into the city. Sometimes, at night, she was certain that she could hear thunderous crashes and blasts of wind that might have come from the Justice swinging its massive sword around. It might just be her imagination. Owlcroft was several days away even on draken. Then again, real thunder could travel for miles, so it was entirely possible that her mind was not playing tricks on her.

But Brakkt wouldn’t have gone off in that direction anyway. So the city would get caught up in any trouble well before he would.

No. He was definitely just out hunting.

Nodding to herself, Alyssa turned back to Izsha and Musca. “Alright,” she said. “I can stick around for a bit longer. Maybe I can—”

~No problem on my end. I just lost track of the time. We are already heading back. Sorry for worrying you.~

“Ah.” The pressure on Alyssa’s mind receded with the end of the Message. “Brakkt is safe,” she said, smiling to herself. “He’ll be back very soon.” Deciding that she might as well wait around for him, Alyssa took a seat on the large cot he had been using as a bed for the past week and a half. It was a fairly uncomfortable thing. Being suspended on some criss-crossing beams of wood helped keep him off the ground, but whatever wool or hide it had been made from was scratchy and itchy. The large blanket he used was a fair bit more comfortable. Hopefully he wrapped that completely around his body when sleeping on it.

True to his word, Brakkt returned in only about twenty minutes. Alyssa occupied the time just telling Izsha and Musca stories. Fairly nonsensical stories. Nursery rhymes and such. Really, just things to occupy the time and give Izsha something to listen to that wasn’t awkward silence. Given that she had been doing this for nearly two weeks, she was running out of things to talk about. Pretty soon, she was going to have to start pulling up The Adventures of Tom Sawyer on her phone and just reading from that while cleaning, feeding, and keeping Izsha company.

And she wasn’t even sure that Izsha would be interested in some human literature from a world away. Maybe she could find a novelization of Godzilla stories instead.

Or maybe a Land Before Time novelization would be for the best.

For now, her rendition of This is the House that Jack Built came to a close.

Despite not having much resemblance to human expressions, Alyssa was positive that Musca looked relieved with the interruption.

Ignoring the draken, both Musca and the others who were walking in with a bit of blood still around their chops, Alyssa walked up to Brakkt. “Successful trip?”

“You could say that. Got them all happy, exercised, and fed. And…” Brakkt wasn’t wearing his armor today, though he had brought it with him. Instead, he had a well-worn tunic and baggy pants. As he trailed off, he hiked up the sleeve of his tunic, showing off his arm.

An emerald green snake was coiled around his forearm from his elbow to his wrist. Its head rested on his hand, right between his thumb and index finger. Yellow eyes with a narrow slit in the middle stared up at Alyssa for just a moment before it tried slithering its body further up Brakkt’s arm to where the sleeve was still down.

Brakkt was just smiling, moving his other hand to brush it back down to his wrist.

“A snake.”

“A malachite viper. I didn’t know they lived in this region.”

“Vipers are venomous.”

“True. Malachite vipers are theorized to come from gorgon locks. It tends to use its venom defensively, turning aggressors into glistening sculptures that it can then derive sustenance from. Wouldn’t want to be scratched by this little guy’s teeth. It might be the last thing you do… Unless…” His eyes flicked over to Izsha, smile slipping slightly.

“No change,” Alyssa said, glancing back. “Irulon estimates that she’ll get to preliminary spell creation in two days. It might still be a few weeks after that before she produces anything truly usable. I’ve just been keeping both Izsha and Musca company, for the most part. It’s about all I can do at the moment.”

“I’m sure they appreciate it.”

Musca let out an irritated clicking noise from the back of its throat, prompting a small chuckle from Brakkt.

The chuckle died off as a more serious expression crossed his face. “While out, we did find an infected meandering about the woods.”

“You were east of the city? Right?” The direct opposite direction from Owlcroft. Closer to Lyria than the pit, though only marginally. At Brakkt’s nod of affirmation, Alyssa scowled. “I don’t suppose you noticed which direction it was moving?”

“Hard to say exactly, but more or less toward the city.”

“Or toward Owlcroft?”

Brakkt just shrugged his shoulders.

“When you killed it, did the pentagrams appear?”

“That was a part of the reason I was delayed in returning. After twenty minutes, nothing happened. We eventually decided to continue with our outing, but we checked back on it again on our way back. Nothing changed.”

“That probably means the true demon is too busy fighting the Astral Authority to take a break and collect the soul…” Which meant that there could be tons of infected souls just waiting to be reaped across the world. Any that had died in the past weeks. There wasn’t much that Alyssa could do about them, but this one… “I’ll head out if you’ll give me directions. Leaving the body as is would be asking for trouble. Either the true demon will come for its soul and leave pentagrams lying about or someone might stumble across it and wind up somehow infected themselves.”

“Alone?” His eyes shot to Izsha as he clamped his jaw in a grimace. “I—”

“It’s fine. Stay here with Izsha. Fela has been wanting to get out of the city anyway. I think she liked Lyria a whole lot more if only because people were less likely to approach her on the streets.”

“You’ll be alright with just the two of you?”

“Yeah. Neither of us are strangers to demonic infection or activity. And it is already dead. If things turn sour, we’ll run and hide.”

“It was only about twenty minutes out. By draken,” he added, looking around at the few he had taken with him. Dasca and Ensou were flopped over in some of the larger piles of hay and straw. Draken didn’t sweat. They just didn’t have the glands for it. Even still, they looked fairly worn out. Given how Izsha ran for practically a whole day when they fled Illuna, they could probably keep going for quite some time, but Brakkt’s eyes moved past them and on to Musca.

“I’ll walk,” Alyssa quickly said, noticing the direction of his gaze. Maybe she spoke just a little too quickly, but Musca still scared her a little. “I haven’t been doing enough walking since returning anyway.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah.”

“Alright… We followed the eastern road until it split. From there…” Brakkt continued, describing in a fairly precise manner exactly where they had left the body. He suggested that Dasca accompany her to help find it, but Alyssa wasn’t too worried. Fela’s nose would be able to sniff the body out as long as they got close enough. In fact, if it had somehow moved or if the true demon took the soul thus keeping Alyssa from detecting it, Fela might be the only one who could accurately find it.

As soon as Brakkt finished, Alyssa sent a Message to the hellhound.

It was only a few short minutes before Fela bounded into the stables, tail wagging and rearing to go.

Twenty minutes by draken stretched out to a good hour by foot. But it wasn’t a bad hour. Fela complained about human children for a good ten minutes. Then she switched topics to human food and how much she enjoyed both the meat and, surprisingly, the milk of cows. Somehow, that led back to human children and how irritatingly innocent they were when they should really be scared of things with sharp teeth and claws.

They made it to the split in the road in fairly good time. It was just a quick twenty minutes more to get to the spot Brakkt had indicated.

Closing her eyes and looking around, Alyssa quickly spotted the corrupt soul. It wasn’t long before Fela smelled it out as well. Her ramblings groaned to a halt as the flames coming from her eyes intensified.

The corpse was lying in the middle of a small grove. It had only been an hour, but the grass around its body was… discolored. Much like how the land was closer to Owlcroft. There wasn’t that overwhelming sensation of despair or fear, but the sky was still on fire. At Owlcroft, the sky becoming as it was removed all despair from the pit. A similar thing might be blotting such feelings out here.

Keeping a careful eye on her surroundings, Alyssa slowly approached with a scythe in hand.

Three steps away, a flash of burning fire lit up the earth near the body. A pentagram etched into the ground.

When the flash died down, the true demon stood in its place.

It was the same demon. Alyssa was mostly confident of that. But things had changed. The tight black leather outfit was torn and damaged. The scythe’s tip was missing entirely while the blade had clear dents and dings in it. Black hair poked out from holes in the demon’s hat, giving her a frazzled look. But her eye was just as bright and burning as it had been the last time Alyssa saw the demon.

For a moment, they simply stared at each other. Fela, a few steps back, let out a growl as she got lower to the ground, ready to fight or flee as necessary.

The demon swung her scythe directly toward Alyssa.
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                The demon swung her scythe directly toward Alyssa.

Alyssa jumped. She flung herself through the air, slamming into a shocked Fela with all her weight. They hit the ground hard. Fela had it worse with Alyssa landing on top of her, but the fluffy hellhound was strong. She wouldn’t be hurt by a little tackle.

That scythe would have hurt a whole lot more.

Rolling off Fela away from the demon, Alyssa sprang to her feet with a Spectral Chains already forming at her fingertips.

But the spell died off as she took in the situation.

The true demon wasn’t even looking in her direction. Not anymore. Her scythe was down at her opposite side, posed as if she had just finished her swing.

In front of the true demon, right behind where Alyssa had been standing before tackling Fela, the silver-filigree form of a Patience stood with its spear poised to strike. Only it wasn’t striking. It wasn’t moving at all. Its white wings slowly drooped downward, losing any tension in them.

The demon lifted her scythe once again. Not the quick flash of movement that she had made earlier. She simply nudged it toward the Patience, poking it lightly in the chest of its doll-like form.

Its body rocked backward, but its head came off its shoulders at the neck, rolling forward to the demon’s feet. As the body hit the ground with a thud at Alyssa’s side, the demon brought her heel down on its porcelain mask, shattering it into pieces.

Alyssa backed up, throwing a quick glance around to make sure there wasn’t a second member of the Astral Authority around. There wasn’t, not as far as she could tell. Just the decapitated Patience, the deceased infected, the true demon, and Fela—who was back on her feet and backing away from the Patience along with Alyssa.

“It’s that thing again, isn’t it?” Fela said. “The one that collects their souls? I can smell it.”

“Can’t see it?”

“There was a brief haze right when it attacked, but… you got in the way.”

“Sorry. But yeah. The true demon is here, standing in the larger pentagram.” As Alyssa spoke, the demon swung her scythe once again. Although she was well out of reach, Alyssa still jumped a few steps back. But the demon still wasn’t aiming at her. Rather, the chipped blade crossed right through the corpse of the infected. It slid through with far less effort than when Alyssa used her spectral scythe to remove souls. Rather than cling to the tip of the chipped scythe, the pentagram opened up underneath the body, drawing the soul directly through.

Only when the new pentagram faded from the burning embers to a regular etching in the dirt did the demon finally look directly at Alyssa. She raised her hand in a jovial wave, but unlike every other time the demon had appeared and waved, there was a certain amount of exhaustion to her movements. It was a subtle thing. If asked, Alyssa wouldn’t be able to pinpoint exactly what about the wave made it look tired. Maybe it was the slight sigh as the demon lifted her arm or maybe it was the angle of the wave.

The wave got cut off early as a golden portal opened up just behind the demon. A kick of the demon’s boot got the heavy scythe moving even with the demon’s other hand in the air. It tore through the golden border of the portal, rending space itself. Whatever was coming through didn’t make it before the starry field behind the golden border collapsed into a tiny point.

Alyssa had to shield her eyes from the momentary flash of light.

This time, the demon let out an actual sigh before shooting a mild glare at Alyssa.

It was enough to make her almost feel sorry for the demon. Maybe she would even consider apologizing if the demon wasn’t literally an enemy of all living humans. Instead, Alyssa shot the glare right back. “You should leave before you draw more here.” Draw more to me, more like. Just because the Astral Authority was focused on the demon at the moment didn’t mean that they wouldn’t take a swipe at her if the opportunity presented itself.

In fact, if a Kindness spotted her, they might just remember their original purpose in coming to this world. Just the lower level Patiences and grunts were annoying and dangerous, but there were still three other Cardinal Virtues. Assuming they hadn’t joined with the Justice in attacking the pit. Even if they had, Iosefael hadn’t actually said that there was only one of each type of the Virtues. There could be a dozen Justices out there for all Alyssa knew.

The thought had her shuddering. But her thoughts weren’t so distracting that she missed the casual shrug of the demon’s shoulders, followed by some one-handed gesticulating. There were no words accompanying the gesticulation.

“Oh, so we’re back to charades again,” Alyssa said, irritated. It couldn’t be coincidence that the demon had popped up just as Alyssa arrived at the body. It had to have been waiting just for her. That meant that she had something to say. But if that something involved sitting around playing twenty questions while the Astral Authority harassed them, the demon could go screw herself. “I know you can speak. So either speak or leave. Or rather, just leave. Unless you’re here to tell me that you are nearing victory over the Astral Authority and Tenebrael doesn’t have to worry anymore.” Judging by the Astral Authority popping up here, that was probably not what was happening.

Sure enough, the demon shook her head. The little scraps of hair poking out at all angles made her look rather like a sea urchin as the motion made it stand on end.

“I thought not,” Alyssa said, backing away. “Then we’ve nothing to talk about. You can go back to your fight. Fela, we should get out of here.”

“But…” The hellhound’s eyes drifted toward the circles on the ground. Leaving without destroying them went against practically everything she had learned since starting her job as a professional demon hunter in Lyria.

Two circles shouldn’t be a big issue. Not for a few minutes, at least. If they walked away until the demon disappeared, returning and quickly upheaving the land enough to destroy the pentagrams would be a simple matter. So long as the demon was around, Alyssa wasn’t willing to get closer. From the brief fight in Lyria between the demon and a Patience, Alyssa knew that she could leave that pentagram. But that was the only time that she had actually seen it happen. Every other time the demon appeared, she preferred to stay well within its boundaries with only the scythe leaving.

So Alyssa grabbed hold of Fela’s arm and started pulling.

They made it three steps before the golden light of a portal bathed the small grove.

A massive portal opened to the true demon’s side. One of the largest Alyssa had seen. A lion-like forearm, as big as a small car, slammed into the ground. A second paw quickly followed.

Unlike the previous times, the demon did not attack. She didn’t swipe at the portal to collapse it. Neither did she strike the approaching Equanimity. Instead, she winked at Alyssa—or blinked, it was always hard to tell with only one eye visible—and waved. Flames in the pentagram flared, obscuring Alyssa’s vision of the demon.

The Equanimity’s claws cut straight through the pillar of fire without resistance.

The demon was gone. Vanished back to the pit or wherever it came from.

But the Equanimity was still emerging from the portal. The majority of its body matched with its lion-like paws. A pair of wings sprouted off mid-back, while the rest of it was a giant chimera with a scorpion’s tail, but no head. Its snake-like neck ended abruptly with yet another of those porcelain masks sitting on the stump. That neck whipped around, staring at the embers still burning in the pentagram where the demon had stood only moments ago. It snapped to the corpse of the infected.

While it moved and inspected, it was silent. Utterly silent. A creature like that, if it weren’t some fake-angel, would likely be making some noise. Maybe even a roar of frustration or repeated sniffs as it tried to locate its missing prey. But it just swooped around, observing.

Alyssa tried to remain as still as possible, as silent as possible. She didn’t even cast a spell for fear that the shimmering field of fractal glass might alert it to her presence. Aside from the occasional swipes while fleeing from the Astral Authority, she had never actually seen an Equanimity in action before. She didn’t know how fast they could move or how far the reach on that long scorpion’s tail was. But she had a sinking feeling that she was well within range.

At her side, Fela was being just as wary. Since the Astral Authority could be seen by mortals, Fela had to be well aware of the threat they were standing in front of.

Please just go chase after the demon, Alyssa thought, watching its head as it moved back to inspect the pentagram where the demon vanished.

But the moment the thought crossed her mind, the Equanimity reared on its hind legs.

Alyssa, still grabbing hold of Fela’s arm, cast a quick Shorten Distance. She practically shoved Fela thirty feet away, clearing the area just as the Equanimity crashed back down. One of its paws landed on the corpse. Blood and bone splattered across the grove.

Alyssa didn’t stop to watch what happened next. She gave Fela a shove.

“Run!” Alyssa shouted.

“I’m not leaving you!”

“I’ll be fine. I can use Tenebrael’s magic, but you…”

“If you do, won’t more come?”

A risk, but…

After casting another Shorten Distance to get a lead, Alyssa took off in her own sprint. Fela kept up at her side, but the hellhound could definitely go much faster than she could. The stupid mutt was keeping pace just to stick with Alyssa.

It had definitely taken notice of their presence. Trees were falling left and right, sending sharp cracks through the forest as the trunks broke with more lighter cracks from branches breaking. Leaves cushioned their falling, making the inevitable landing far less noisy, but no less terrifying to look at.

All the while, the actual Equanimity remained silent as it chased them.

The scorpion tail lanced between trees, slamming into the earth near Alyssa. One step slower would have seen her skewered.

“Just go!” Alyssa shouted, breaking off from Fela in the hopes that it was chasing her.

Though a few steps delayed, Fela turned, angling herself to keep in line with Alyssa. Though she did accelerate until she was a few steps ahead.

“Pathetic wretches dare to abandon their allies, leaving them to fight the demons while they chase after unrelated prey? Tenebrael! Let us show this deserter what happens to those who dare to face us.” Alyssa pulled her pistol out of its holster, stopped running, turned, and fired.

A black beam of blinding light lanced between the felled trees, dodging one falling, and slammed straight into the chest of the Equanimity. Alyssa pulled the trigger three more times. Three more black beams fired out.

Alyssa didn’t stop there. The Equanimity was larger than anything she had fired at before. And it wasn’t stopping even with four gaping holes in its chest. She pulled the trigger again and again and again. Its scorpion tail was reared back for another stab. Alyssa didn’t flinch. She lifted her aim…

And got yanked to the side as Fela grabbed her around the waist.

“What are you doing?” Alyssa shouted as Fela picked her right up and started carrying her off.

“What am I doing? What are you doing? Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

“I’m trying to win!”

“Win? Did you even look up?”

Up? Fela had shifted her into something resembling a fireman’s carry, so it took a bit of craning of her neck to look to the sky.

A draconic Diligence had its mask split vertically in two, gathering golden light behind that mask in preparation to fire. Two Patiences flanked it on either side.

“Teleporting!” Alyssa shouted an instant before she Shortened Distance.

Even with the warning, Fela still stumbled, almost sending them both to the ground.

But they were clear from the beam of light that slammed into the forest behind them.

That bitch, Alyssa thought to herself. The demon clearly used them to get a bit of a reprieve. Even if it wasn’t enough to draw the attention of a Justice, it was enough to get some of the lower level things off her back for a short time.

As Fela carried her away, Alyssa cast an Empty Vessel spell. However, even as the shards of glass formed up around the two of them, the Astral Authority didn’t stop chasing. It wasn’t the same way that they had followed the same direction Alyssa was heading in a vague sense like they had done for a time in Lyria and while leaving Illuna. Even after Fela changed directions, the nearest Kindness followed her with its porcelain mask.

Kasita had noted that the Astral Authority was getting better at locating uses of Tenebrael’s magic before arriving at Owlcroft. But now, it seemed that the Astral Authority had locked onto her even despite using the cloaking magic.

“Alright. That’s bad,” Alyssa muttered, giving herself a sardonic chuckle. “Put me down. Then run away. They’ll chase me. I… I’ll get away somehow.”

“Is this about Izsha?” Fela managed to shout even as she bolted over a large boulder. The ride on her back wasn’t nearly as smooth as the ride on a draken’s back.

The landing briefly knocked the air out of Alyssa’s lungs, keeping her from responding.

It did nothing to stop Fela from talking. “I’m not going to leave you just because you’re scared I might get hurt. I like you. You saved me, you’ve been a good friend. I’m not going to abandon you because Izsha got hurt.”

“That— Telep—” was as far as Alyssa got before she had to Shorten Distance again, keeping them out of range from another Diligence blast. “You stupid mutt. We… We need intervention. Our enemies cannot be outrun. Though they aren’t angels, their stamina is surely endless. Even if it isn’t, there are uncountable reserves just waiting for the signal to enter into the fray. Throne only knows why they haven’t fallen upon us like an ocean wave.” Fela was quick, but with her being weighed down with a person over her shoulders, she wasn’t anywhere near the speed of Izsha. The Astral Authority was closing in and only repeated Shorten Distances were keeping them at bay.

And Alyssa’s supply of that particular spell was going to run out sooner rather than later.

The rest of her spells weren’t going to do much good. The Astral Authority lacked souls. Using a scythe designed to remove the soul probably wouldn’t have much of an effect. A fireball might—those people in Illuna had managed to kill an Astral Authority thing using mundane magic and even mundaner weapons—but those were limited as well. She had an Annihilator. Several, in fact. But using them without knowing what was being her target was just asking to wipe out small towns. Besides that, there were Astral Authority fake-angels flying about everywhere now, including in front of them.

Alyssa, pistol still in hand, fired ahead of them. A black beam struck a Patience even without her saying anything.

Fela ran right over its falling body without the slightest hesitation.

“Intervention can take many forms,” Alyssa continued. “From felling our foes to immobilizing them long enough to escape their sight. Even a quick escape might work. Whatever form intervention takes, Tenebrael! Get us the hell out of here!”

When nothing immediately happened as Alyssa shouted, a thought crossed her mind. Have I been relying on her too much? There was a time when Alyssa had wanted to avoid relying on Tenebrael for anything at all. That had lasted right up until Tenebrael disappeared. And then… after getting the connection between them active at all times, she had been using and abusing it for every situation. She had come to expect miracles to manifest whenever she wanted. Whenever she was in trouble. To gain deliverance from any situation that troubled her.

Statistically speaking, even assuming that every word of every religious text on Earth was true, she had likely run through more miracles in the last month than any miracle-worker had in their entire lifetimes. If she continued at this pace, by six more months, she might beat out every miracle-worker put together.

Granted, most of them probably didn’t have regular conversations with angels, but the point still stood.

Even as a shimmering blue portal opened in front of Fela—and as Fela charged in less because she wanted to and more because she couldn’t stop in time—Alyssa had to wonder if she shouldn’t find alternate ways of solving her own problems.

The other side of the portal collapsed with a rush, barely not shearing off the ends of Alyssa’s hair with how quickly it closed.

“Where are we?” Fela said. Now that she wasn’t rushing through the forest, Alyssa could feel her breathing. Her chest heaved and shrank every second as she sucked in fresh air. Both her arms trembled slightly and her stance wasn’t all that steady. “Your house?” she continued between breaths. “But the walls are all wrong.”

Alyssa, deciding to get off the hellhound before the poor girl collapsed in exhaustion, landed on smooth black tile. There wasn’t much to look around at. The chamber was small. Ten feet high, ten feet wide, ten feet long. The entirety of the interior was lined with that same black tile material. The same stuff that Tenebrael’s statue and temple were made from. It was a familiar location.

“Tenebrael’s isolation box. She sticks angels here for a time when she doesn’t want them doing anything because… it cuts off their connection to the Throne. Which is probably why we are here. The Astral Authority must not be able to detect us while we’re inside.”

“Won’t they notice as soon as we leave? If they’re sensing the portals and other things you do…”

“Maybe. Tenebrael might have a plan for that,” Alyssa said, walking forward. Unlike last time, when the room had been a featureless empty cube, it was now lightly furnished. And the furnishings were modern. There was a long couch, a queen-sized bed, a shelf full of books, even some drapes over a cartoonish drawing of a window on one of the walls. A small area had been partitioned off by a counter. Behind it was a stove, a microwave, and a fridge.

“For now,” Alyssa said, “I think we’re meant to stay here. Even if we weren’t, I don’t think it would be a wise idea to return before the Astral Authority has had a chance to calm down some.”

Fela stayed silent for a long moment, staring at Alyssa all the while. Eventually, she started to get a better look around the room. Her eyes stopped at the miniature kitchen. “Hey, if this is like your house, is it going to have some of that food I ate that one time?”
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                Alyssa stared at an array of spell cards laid out on the table in front of her, wondering just what was different about them in comparison to what she was doing with Tenebrael’s connection. And she was having a hard time coming up with anything. Aside from the obvious, of course. The cards needed the paper and a drawn pattern while all she needed to make use of Tenebrael’s magic was a verbal… prayer. But… wasn’t that what the Enochian on the cards was for?

Spell cards had definite and predictable effects. Her connection to Tenebrael didn’t. That probably came from the way spell cards didn’t change. Although drawn individually, all spell cards of the same spell were effectively photocopies of each other. They had a static and unchanging nature that gave them their predictability.

Alyssa couldn’t control the size or shape of the mystic circles that popped up when she called down a miracle. At least, she didn’t think she could. Her discussion with Iosefael on the subject revolved almost entirely around the actual spoken words of the prayer rather than any geometry. Tenebrael had insisted that she would need to know advanced mathematics in order to use the Throne’s power directly, so perhaps delving into that might give her more control over mystic circle construction.

The words she spoke could be controlled, to a degree. She still felt as if, once in a while, some spoken words might not wholly be her own. It wasn’t quite to the point of completely taking over her mouth as had happened for the first few miracles back in Teneville. If she wanted, she could override any influence that might push her to say one word over another.

Every time she asked for a miracle, she used different words and phrasing. Per Iosefael’s advice, more desperate situations necessitated longer requests and repeating the same prayers over and over again tended to diminish the value of the miracle. Which seemed somewhat odd to her. Most religions that she knew of relied heavily on repeated rituals where things were generally not supposed to change. Whether that be praying in a certain direction, saying the same prayer every time, or just little things like bowing heads. Here on Nod, the spell cards, the same ones that she had already established were all identical, worked the same and to the same effectiveness no matter how many times she or anyone else cast them.

Besides that, there were only so many ways to phrase kill this thing before she would wind up having to open a thesaurus and pick related words at random.

Perhaps disregarding that tidbit of Iosefael’s advice would be for the best. At least to test some things out. If it failed, then she could go back to saying whatever came to mind. But a repeated, memorized phrase could be said much faster than random words as they came to mind.

And if that bit of Iosefael’s advice turned out to be incorrect, perhaps the bit about the length could be discarded as well. Shrinking down requests for miracles into single sentences or even single words could help out a lot.

What she really needed, and what Alyssa was really trying to do, was to increase the reliability of using Tenebrael. Because the angel’s power truly was a thing to be used. But unless it could be relied upon to have predictable effects, it was… dangerous to use.

Using her pistol as a medium for delivering a laser beam seemed fairly reliable even with varying words. Creating a portal? Alyssa gave it fifty-fifty odds whether or not anything at all would happen.

In a desperate situation, a fifty percent chance of escaping was unacceptable.

Sighing, Alyssa looked up from the spell cards. She quickly glanced around the room, somewhat hoping that Tenebrael would show up. If this place truly was cut off from the rest of creation—as Iosefael had phrased it—then there really shouldn’t be any reason why Tenebrael couldn’t also show up. But it had been a full hour at this point. No sign of the angel.

Alyssa wasn’t sure if she was supposed to try portaling back to the real world or how she might know whether or not it was safe to travel back. She didn’t really want to go back only to find the Astral Authority still swarming around looking for her. Or to, as Fela had mentioned, have the return portal alert them to her presence and start the whole issue all over again. Hence her hesitance to do much without something of a sign from Tenebrael.

Not that she really minded a moment of modern convenience. Much like her first trip to Earth to rescue Chris, the refrigerator was full of food. Fast food. Slow food. Fancy food and cheap food. She had a hot bowl of instant noodles in front of her alongside a bowl of caviar. Alyssa had never had caviar before. Frankly, she wasn’t sure what the appeal was. Having tried it, she was pretty sure that she would take a bowl of cheap noodles first if offered a choice again.

On the couch next to her, Fela was happily snacking on an oversized stick of beef jerky. The hellhound had been going through the fridge and cupboards like crazy, pulling out one of just about everything. The only things that didn’t interest her were the dishes of pure vegetables or grains. Peanut butter was apparently fine, but a bag of mixed nuts was not.

So really, there was no need to rush back. Although Brakkt might be a little worried. Alyssa had tried sending a Message, but she wasn’t sure if it had gone through. If the cube could block out whatever angels used to detect something that was supposed to be as omni-present as the Throne, it probably also blocked out mundane Messages.

Her phone didn’t seem to work to call Jason, for instance. She had tried asking him to send a Message to Brakkt, but the call wouldn’t connect. It did that same jamming-signal thing that it had done when Adrael had blocked its use.

Without the ability to contact anyone, there wasn’t much to do aside from sit about and puzzle out the mysteries of magic.

Alyssa held out her hand. Notably, her fingernails darkened before any words came out of her mouth. In fact, they darkened before she fully decided on what exactly she was going to do. It was clearly anticipating her intent. Which said something mildly disturbing about the intelligence of the connection she shared with Tenebrael. Unless it was Tenebrael herself getting ready to act through Alyssa, but that went counter to Iosefael saying that most of the miracles didn’t directly involve Tenebrael.

As for what she was going to do, something simple would be for the best. Light. It was the simplest spell in terms of mortal-usable spell cards. And it was probably the first thing she had ever done with Tenebrael’s power. It wasn’t particularly useful as an ability inherited from Tenebrael given how prevalent light and enhanced vision spells were. Still, as a testing bed, Alyssa couldn’t think of anything better.

Especially nothing that she wanted to cast while inside a small cube. Transportation might let the Astral Authority come in. Anything destructive might wind up too big and end up turning the small chamber into an incinerator. At worst, overpowered light might leave some spots in her eyes for a time.

At first, Alyssa tried to simply use intent to bring forth some miraculous light. Whatever intelligence was in her connection with Tenebrael could clearly sense her desire to create a miracle. So why not try to get it to work for her? If she could silently create miracles the same way that she could cast spells, then she wouldn’t need to bother with any prayer at all.

But after ten minutes of trying, she wasn’t getting any results at all. It didn’t matter how she framed it in her mind or how she imagined a ball of light appearing on her hand. Her fingernails stayed black, but no mystic circles ever popped up. Perhaps she would try more later on, or after she got used to manifesting a miracle repeatedly in the regular way. Starting with the hardest task was probably not the wisest choice.

Obviously, the wisest choice would have been to figure all this out weeks ago. But when she had first made the connection with Tenebrael up until meeting with Iosefael, she hadn’t thought that she would get embroiled in a war with divine entities. Since meeting with Iosefael, or perhaps since encountering her first member of the Astral Authority, using and practicing with the connection was too dangerous.

And maybe the even wiser choice would simply be to cut her connection with Tenebrael. The Astral Authority would no longer be interested in her. She wouldn’t be able to manifest miracles, but she wasn’t really able to without drawing their attention anyway. After Tenebrael booted them off her world, she could always reconnect.

But for now, while inside Tenebrael’s isolation chamber and separated from the Astral Authority, she might as well continue trying to make something happen.

“Light,” she tried. It was still starting with the harder end, but it also felt like the next step up from trying pure intent.

Except for Fela looking over with one of her eyebrows raised, nothing happened.

“Light,” Alyssa said again, trying to not feel self-conscious about shouting a random word. “Light.”

“What are you doing?”

“Trying… anything, I guess. Light,” she said again. “Light.”

“Is anything supposed to be nothing?”

Alyssa sighed, keeping her eyes focused on her hand. “No. It’s supposed to make light.”

“I’ve seen you make light before. With human magic, you didn’t say anything at all. With that other magic you use, you gave a big speech.”

“I’m trying to cut down on the speeches. But… Light!” Alyssa let out another long sigh when her exclamation failed to produce any results. “But my brother once asked me if he ever told me the definition of insanity. It’s doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different result. Actually, it wasn’t just once that he said that. It was like his favorite phrase for a few weeks several years ago. Then he forgot about it, I guess.”

“Huh…” Fela mumbled, gnawing on the jerky.

“Let there be light,” Alyssa tried, testing out what might be the most famous religious phrase back on Earth. This time, she actually felt something. Nothing visible, but something deep within. It felt a lot like the times when she manifested a miracle successfully. Emboldened by the feeling, Alyssa tried the same phrase another three times. Each attempt produced the same result.

So, in fitting with her brother’s odd advice, she varied up the phrase, injecting some of her own personal knowledge of how reality functioned into her words.

“Let the glory of the Throne shine forth.”

Nothing. Not even the mildest of sensations. It was worse than her first attempt, even.

“The Throne? What’s that?”

“I… really don’t know, I guess. The seat of whoever was supposed to rule over the angels, but I guess it’s been empty for some time.”

“It’s more than just a seat,” a faintly melodic voice broke into the conversation.

Turning, Alyssa had to frown. Tenebrael sat on the side of the bed, legs crossed, with feathers falling all around her. She looked prim and perfect as usual. A stark contrast to the true demon earlier, who definitely looked like she had taken some damage in her fight against the Astral Authority.

At Owlcroft, the demon had mentioned that she and her forces wouldn’t be able to fight them off for as long as Tenebrael needed. Seeing the angel now reminded Alyssa of that little conversation, making her wonder just how long Tenebrael did need…

And whether or not she had time for even a brief conversation at the moment.

“The Throne is reality. Everything you’ve seen, touched, smelled, felt. All of that is the Throne. I don’t know where it came from, who built it, if someone built it, how it exists, when it began its existence, or how it could have formed when it literally is everything—a sort of chicken and egg scenario—but I do know that its previous occupant used it to shape everything, from us angels to the universe as you know it.”

“And what happened to them?”

Fela blinked, cutting off the fire from her eyes for just a moment. “What? Oh… she’s here, isn’t she. I’ll just eat more then…”

Alyssa turned to Fela with a frown before directing that frown at Tenebrael. “Is there really no way for you to show yourself to others? I feel bad leaving everyone out of our conversations.”

“It’s against the rules. Besides, I’m not here for long. Just to take you back to Nod.”

“Are there even rules here? I thought this place was cut off from the Throne. Which calls into question how it exists in the first place if the Throne is everything.”

“My greatest genius. Using a sliver of what power I can call upon to shape just a tiny bit of reality to the point where it effectively doesn’t actually exist. Remember that mathematics lesson I tried to show you once upon a time?”

“Yeah?”

“That was actually the equation for this place. Or a part of it, anyway.”

“So… far beyond my ability to comprehend. I see.”

“As for what happened to the Throne’s occupant… well, that’s the big mystery that’s been plaguing angels for years now, isn’t it? Maybe they died of old age. Maybe they just got bored and decided to up and leave. Maybe they found some new Throne-like toy to go play with.” Tenebrael shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t particularly care which. It doesn’t matter to me. All that matters is that it is empty.”

“You intend to take it over?”

“If it was so easy to walk up to and sit upon, I would have done so a long time ago. Brick walls though they are at the moment, the Seraphim will undoubtedly vanquish any who approach.”

“Will they? Because you used to be concerned that Archangels would go running to the Seraphim at first sign of anything amiss on your world. And that obviously wasn’t the case. Or rather, didn’t Kenziel mention something about Adrael constantly petitioning for the Seraphim to act? Your world doesn’t seem to be destroyed, so…”

“That concern might not be that big a concern anymore. I will admit that I had been unaware of Adrael’s presence for who knows how long a time. But the Throne is different. All but about three of the Seraphim stand around it in an endless vigil in the Endless Expanse. I can’t say that any angel has tried to sit on the Throne, but a few have tried to get close. They are… no longer with us. The Seraphim cut them down without hesitation.”

“Hmm… Do you think you’ll ever be able to challenge them? I mean, that is your goal, right? Take over the Throne?” Tenebrael hadn’t ever expressly stated such an intent, but it seemed fairly obvious to Alyssa. There was a powerful artifact just sitting around, unused. Ripe for the taking. One that might be able to help destroy whatever plan involved those black books of death—which Tenebrael had stated as one of her primary goals.

But Tenebrael didn’t answer. She stared down at nothing in particular, seemingly giving the question serious thought. But eventually, she did look back up. “Perhaps someday. Perhaps. However, that is a long time off. Until I can simply wave my hand and destroy the entirety of the Astral Authority, what hope do I have against even a single Seraphim? They’re gnats in comparison, but they’re forcing me to hide.”

“Isn’t that what you’re working on right now? You said a month, right? How close are you? And… can the demons hold out that long?”

“Oh no,” Tenebrael said with a chuckle. She waved her hand like an old lady denying that anything special was going on. “Have you seen that demon lately? That’s what I would look like if I actually tried to fight them. And she had a whole army backing her up, so I would probably wind up far worse off. No, what I am doing is simply trying to block their ability to spring up those portals all over the place. That should buy me the freedom to go back to normal… mostly. One or a few might still squeeze through to this world, but I can handle a few. I just won’t have to worry about an avalanche of those little gnats burying me so deep that I would never see the light of day again. And… hopefully… I shouldn’t have to worry about any Cardinal Virtues either. They won’t be able to squeeze through like the little ones.”

So they were still going to be around looking for Tenebrael, just in lesser numbers? That sounded irritating for Alyssa in particular.

Perhaps she should just end the connection. It helped out a lot in situations involving the Astral Authority, but she only got in those situations because of the connection.

Maybe after Tenebrael finished, she could reactivate it, but for now, it was probably best to disconnect. Especially with how hard they came after her following that demon showing up.

Alyssa opened her mouth, but hesitated, not sure if she should mention it to the angel or not. Would Tenebrael be offended? Would she recommend against it?

Tenebrael stood, rising to her feet from the bed with a slight stretch. “Well, I think I have had enough of a break for today. Got to get back to work. And we need to drop you off back in the regular world. Don’t worry, the Astral Authority has been recalled back to the pit. They won’t be around when we put you back.”

“They’ve been getting better and better at detecting me using your magic. Will there come a time when just walking around without doing anything will be enough to draw them? Should I… end our connection? If only temporarily.”

After drawing in a short breath and looking over Alyssa with her glowing white eyes, Tenebrael could only shrug once again. “If you feel it is necessary. I’m not going to stop you. Having had the connection active for so long will probably help reconnect at a later date without nearly so much hassle as you’ve gone through in the past.”

“So no side effects or anything?”

“Not on my end.”

“Ah,” Alyssa said, slumping slightly. “So helpful…”

“I’m sorry. I just don’t have much experience with this kind of thing. It isn’t that common to begin with, but I don’t remember any stories of others in roughly your position having anything bad happen to them after their miracle work was done with.”

“Then I’ll end it now. Just in case the Astral Authority notice on returning to Nod. I’d rather not be swarmed immediately.”

“I don’t think they would notice, but I suppose I don’t know for certain.”

Alyssa closed her eyes anyway, concentrating for a moment. She had ended a connection between herself and Tenebrael once before, so it wasn’t a wholly new experience. It didn’t require all the effort and trouble of going to that floaty place like starting the connection took. After just a few moments of thought, Alyssa felt it.

Like she had been sitting in front of a warm campfire that got snuffed out. A faint chill set in. Nothing too uncomfortable. It was just that the radiance of Tenebrael had vanished.

A light went out.
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                Alyssa felt like something was missing. She had never lost an arm or even a finger before, but what she was feeling at the moment had to be something akin to phantom limb syndrome. Every so often, she would find herself trying to close her eyes and check the souls around her only to be met with nothing but darkness. She had bought a rather large wool coat from one of the local shops, but it really wasn’t doing much to keep that unearthly chill away.

She figured she would get used to it. The first twenty-five years of her life went by without Tenebrael’s presence settling around her shoulders like a fleece mantle, so surely things would go back to normal. But there was just a slight niggle in the back of her mind that Tenebrael’s power was like some hard drug. Even after only a month of sharing a connection, she might need years of therapy to get back to normal. And the slightest trouble in front of her might result in a relapse.

But… that was probably an overexaggeration. It had been a week since meeting Tenebrael and severing the connection. At least so far, she hadn’t felt much of a need to use Tenebrael’s power. Or a desire, really. The few times she had tried looking for souls had been more out of habit than anything else.

It took twenty-one days to break a habit. Or so the saying went. She was a third of the way in so far. She just needed to find something to distract herself with.

Like Izsha and Irulon.

The latter had almost finished with what she hoped was a working method of jump-starting the synchronization. Alyssa could no longer look at Izsha’s soul to see how the poor draken was doing, but given the lack of progress or regression in Izsha before she had severed her connection to Tenebrael, the state of its soul was probably static at the moment.

Irulon had been a bit annoyed that Alyssa was no longer connected to Tenebrael, but after citing the Astral Authority as an ongoing issue with remaining connected—and something that put everyone else around Alyssa into danger as well—she had relented on her scolding. Alyssa did feel a bit guilty over not being able to look into Irulon’s souls anymore, especially after the princess had confessed her fear to Alyssa that she was erasing herself from existence.

But she wasn’t able to do much on that front without Irulon’s help anyway. By the time Irulon was ready to start working on herself, Tenebrael would hopefully have finished her suppression field, thus allowing Alyssa to reconnect… at least for a short time to help Irulon. She wasn’t all that certain that it was a good idea to remain connected on a permanent basis again.

Her mother might be right. It was just a little too abnormal. Even for this world.

Aside from Izsha, which occupied a large majority of her time, Alyssa had also been spending a lot of time with Volta.

Even now, she sat in the court arcanist’s office with him, discussing matters of monsters while trying to avoid looking in the direction of the cursed sword. The sword just… had this look about her constantly. Alyssa was fairly certain that, if not for Volta somehow keeping her under control, the cursed sword would go on a rampage throughout the city, killing as many people as it could until someone finally managed to put it down. Of all the monsters she had seen, the sword probably unnerved her the most. Even more than the gaunt. The gaunt was creepy, yes, and nearly invincible, true, but it didn’t look human. It didn’t have a facial expression, let alone one that screamed murder to everyone around. It was no wonder that the sword kept herself wrapped up in a cloak at all times.

Volta was pleasant enough to talk to, thankfully.

“So you’re saying that those eel-like monsters migrated all the way from the southern coast to a desert, then into a tiny little pool of water within a dormant volcano? Why? They traded a huge ocean for that little cavern. I could understand it if they were escaping from south of the Fortress of Pandora, but the ocean? And why a desert? It just doesn’t make any sense.”

“You know, I’m not entirely sure,” Volta said, the false man leaning back in his chair. From an objective standpoint, it was quite amazing how well the man blended into reality. Everything from blinking to breathing, stretching to slight shifts in his posture to get a little more comfortable… It made Alyssa wonder whether that was all consciously controlled or, much like a real person, simply unconscious movements. “We don’t often ask about each other’s histories or what led people to where they are today. That oftentimes brings up poor memories. Some share willingly, such as those you freed who mentioned your name. But I don’t believe that the eelfolk ever did. They could have been fleeing from a destroyed habitat, a slaughtered community, or a life in bondage and slavery.”

“Do they have natural predators that live in the ocean? Because even if one or all of those things were true, I couldn’t imagine fish traveling for weeks over land and through a desert. I mean, at least find a lake or something. There’s a pretty big one just south of Teneville. My… I have a… house there. If they could get to Lyria, I could get them there very fast. If they’re interested, that is.”

“Asking wouldn’t hurt, but they’ve been there almost as long as I have been. They might have a new sense of community about them. Living in such small quarters breeds companionship, even if I doubt mantises and eelfolk would normally be that friendly toward one another.”

“Hm… Is there a lot of strife between different species of monsters?”

“That depends entirely on the species in question. Some get along with others quite well. Some only interact with certain others. Some tend to alienate everyone but their own species. And there are a few that are more or less hostile even to others of their own kind. With as many varieties of monsters as there are out there, we would be here all day trying to map out which ones interact with others in which ways.”

“That sounds like—”

Alyssa cut herself off as Volta raised a hand. The doppelganger didn’t start talking, simply choosing to wait. At the same time, the cursed sword pulled her hood back over her head and covered her face with a dark brown scarf. The second Volta put her hand back down, a heavy knock tapped against the door three times. There must have been some kind of alarm spell to warn Volta of anyone outside the door. Which explained how they could talk so candidly about monsters without others hearing.

“Enter.”

Almost before the low voice called out, the door swung wide open to reveal a panting guardsman wearing the fleur de lis on a grey sphere, the emblem of Illuna, on his brown tabard. Helmet off, he stared around for just a moment before sighing. “Master Arcanist, sir… and, uh, guest,” he added with a glance to Alyssa. “Your presence is requested at the eastern wall.”

Alyssa felt a sinking feeling in her stomach, wondering just what trouble was poised to attack this little city. Lyria had come under attack so many times since coming to this world. She had to wonder whether or not it was her presence somehow attracting enemies or whether it was just something that happened on a chronic schedule. “They asked for me?” she said, pointing at her chest. “Who asked for me?”

“It was the…” His eyes flicked up to Volta for a moment before his voice dropped to a whisper. “The Black Prince.”

“Oh?” Alyssa perked up a bit at that. Ignoring the hushed and slightly terrified tone in which the guardsman spoke, Brakkt asking for her was actually good news. If it were something vital or dangerous, he would have sent her a Message. Sending some poor guardsman running to find her was more or less just a way to save on having to draw out more Message cards. Alyssa felt a bit bad about it, especially because it looked like the guard had sprinted all the way here—he was still trying to catch his breath—and had gotten spooked because of the sender at the same time.

But it was good news for her.

“What is this about?” Volta asked, standing. Volta’s real body hopped to the side, holding onto the fake body’s hand as it stood as well. “Has something happened?”

The cursed sword moved immediately to stand right in Volta’s shadow, giggling slightly as she moved.

The guardsman didn’t respond right away. Not for a lack of trying. He was just having a little trouble breathing, half doubled over from his run.

Alyssa, getting to her feet as well, stretched slightly. Hearing that Brakkt wanted her and not someone else made her just a little too relieved to be overly concerned at the moment. There might still be trouble, but it would be minor trouble. Maybe an infected shambling toward the pit—though he would probably just take care of that himself. Or… the Astral Authority? He wouldn’t want to handle one of them on his own, but that seemed Message-worthy. Actually, the more she thought about why he might want her and Volta, the less certain she got about just why he might ask for them. If it really was something small, infected or otherwise, he and Fela could take care of it.

Her stomach tensed again as she considered that it was something big, but not something that had to be dealt with immediately. Lacking time sensitivity, a guard would suffice in place of a Message…

“Tell us on the way,” Alyssa said, deciding to hurry over and get information directly from Brakkt. “East gate, you said?”

The opposite side from Owlcroft and the forces fighting there. Outside the east gate were the stables that Izsha was resting in. The Plains of the Dead were even further east. Not a lot of habitation in that general direction. Some kind of opposing army could come from there, but—and Alyssa was far from a military strategist—she thought they would come from the northern or southern directions instead. An army would rather march through populated lands to resupply on the raided villages.

Unless they were targeting Illuna directly and had been trying to keep themselves a secret until arriving…

“It’s monsters,” the guard managed as Alyssa slipped outside the room.

Alyssa froze, looking past the guard to find a genuinely shocked expression on both of Volta’s faces. With the cursed sword bundled up in her mask, Alyssa couldn’t see her expression, but there was a slight pause in her steps as she followed along behind Volta.

“Monsters?” Volta said with almost no delay.

“A whole bunch of them,” the guard said between breaths. “They’re marching on the city. We’re scrambling all the guards and alerting his lordship as well.”

“How far away?”

“Half a day by horseback. A pair of rangers spotted them this morning and rode back immediately, only arriving a few minutes ago. The monsters were not mounted, but monsters might be able to run faster than humans or even horses. The rangers met the… Black Prince near the gate and informed him as to what they saw.”

Ignoring the awed tone he used around Brakkt’s epithet, Alyssa shook her head. “What kind of monsters? How many exactly?”

“I… I don’t know what kind. But they counted up over forty monsters.”

Forty. Almost double the amount of people at the oasis. For a moment, a thought entered her mind that something had happened back there that forced them to flee. Knowing their leader was some highly ranked person in the city, they might have had to take a gamble that they wouldn’t be slaughtered on sight.

But forty was too many.

Too many for Alyssa too. She hadn’t used up many Spectral Chains cards recently and had been drawing several, but chaining up forty creatures at once might not go over as well as chaining up just one or two. She did have a few Annihilators, but…

She would rather know why they were here before she decimated the landscape.

And whether or not they were being mind controlled like that troll army that had attacked Lyria when she first arrived in the city.

“You don’t know what is approaching? Useless scouts,” Volta grumbled. “What good is having them if they don’t even properly scout? Knowing the kinds of monsters could change the context drastically.”

Alyssa could not agree more. “What about Illuna? How many soldiers can you muster?”

“Everyone’s on alert. Over a hundred men are gathering at the eastern wall. We have enough equipment to arm a militia of roughly the same number of people, though I can’t speak for the maintenance or quality of said equipment.” He paused, just about making Alyssa trip down the stairs as she hopped to the side to dodge him. “Should we toll the bells for the militia? I’ll… I’ll head to town square and—”

“Calm down, Javick. Let’s see what awaits us before we disturb everyone’s day. It might not be that big a deal.”

“Monsters are attacking the city! We’ve had a reprieve from the demons lately, but… we’ve never had monsters attack the city!”

“Just be thankful that the demons aren’t still attacking us. Dealing with enemies on two fronts would be a trying endeavor. And these monsters may not be attacking. We shouldn’t act with haste only to regret our choices in the future.”

“What else could they possibly be doing?”

“Are you forgetting?” Volta said, offering a small gesture toward Alyssa. “We are playing host to a few monsters at the moment. A hellhound and several draken, among others. Perhaps they have heard such news and are merely curious.”

“Then they should have sent one monster as a representative.”

“Only to wind up killed on sight by our rangers? A group is a far safer method of travel.”

As they reached the main entryway, they encountered another pair of guards, ones who looked mildly less out of breath than the one who had fetched Volta. With them was a familiar face. Wearing a far more militaristic uniform, Martin stood at the door, attaching a sword to his hip.

“Ah, Martin,” Volta said as if inviting the older man out to a cup of tea. “How are you this fine afternoon?”

A bushy eyebrow lifted, half-cocked for a moment before a wan smile crossed Martin’s face. “Does nothing perturb you?”

“I try to remain level-headed regardless of the situation.”

“And I would prefer to know more about the situation, court arcanist. What divinations have you for me today?”

“Nothing much, I’m afraid. I’d like to see for myself this approaching force. There is a chance things aren’t nearly as dire as they appear.”

After a slight grunt, and a bit of armor plating, Martin led them across the yard filled with geese and turkeys out to a small stables. Rather than riding on a horse, he led them all, including Alyssa, into a rather spacious carriage. It set off immediately. Volta, sitting next to the cursed sword, simply closed her eyes and relaxed. The fake body did, anyway. As unexpressive as her real body was, it was not unobservant. The cursed sword at her side sat almost perfectly still, as if not trusting herself not to do something she might regret.

Martin, on the other hand, stared out the window. His leg bounced up and down with a constant, nervous rhythm.

It only took twenty minutes for the pair of horses to pull them all the way to the eastern wall. Even still, Alyssa found herself a bit surprised that he hadn’t hammered the floorboard clean out of the little carriage.

All three guild members, Lisa, Brakkt, and Fela were standing around, talking with the guards or otherwise preparing for what might happen. The only ones of her party to not be here were Irulon, who must have decided to continue her research, assuming that everyone else could take care of whatever problems happened, and Kasita, who was probably sticking with Irulon. The draken were missing as well. Ensou was just outside the gate, making a pair of guards there awfully nervous, but the others must still be down at the abandoned stables with Izsha.

Alyssa felt a pang of guilt at leaving her friend alone without her or Brakkt there, but… if the situation was serious, it might need the two of them to stay away for some time.

Upon their arrival, people immediately split off. Some moved to speak with Martin, presumably informing him as to the status of their defenses or possibly any further information on the approaching group. Others went up to Volta, probably giving him similar information.

No one approached Alyssa and she didn’t really get the feeling that she was invited to either of their conversations, so she walked right up to Brakkt and her mother.

“We’re going to head out on the draken,” Brakkt said without word of greeting or pleasantries. “They’ll be fast enough to get a look at these monsters and get word back.”

“Sounds like a plan. I’ll…” Alyssa hesitated, realizing just what that meant for her. “I’ll stay here the, shall I? I suppose I could draw out another Annihilator. Though I would prefer to not use it.”

He had his armor on, though his helmet was off. That gave a clear look at his face as he frowned slightly. “Musca has agreed to allow you to ride her.”

“M… Musca said that, huh?”

“More or less,” Brakkt said with a shrug of his shoulders.

“You know? I was just thinking that I could use a few more Spectral Chains as well…”

“Alyssa,” Lisa said with no small amount of admonishment in her tone. “From what I gather, the city is preparing to fight. I don’t know what these monsters are, but I have seen Fela.” Her tone dropped to a hushed whisper to keep anyone around from listening in. “Forty Felas against a hundred poorly trained soldiers is going to be a slaughter.”

“I wouldn’t call them poorly trained,” Brakkt said, turning his head to look over the assembled force, the guards watching from the wall, and Volta and Martin. “They handle infected on the regular. This close to Owlcroft, they have to be decent at their job, enough to keep from being overrun, anyway. But… it is true that infected don’t tend to work as a group. Their fighting style may be incompatible with even a loosely organized group of stronger enemies.”

“Even if they can fight back, many will die. And many monsters will die as well. I… Well, some monsters I’ve heard about deserve some sympathy. Something I learned from my time overseas—something I wished others would have learned as well—if negotiations can be made, then all efforts should be afforded to make them.”

Alyssa opened her mouth, about to suggest that maybe Fela should take the draken on her own given how well Alyssa’s last attempt at negotiation went. The oasis monsters had not taken kindly to humans barging into the sanctuary.

But then she remembered Fela’s attempt at negotiation. That shrug as she turned to Alyssa with a blank look and said that she had tried.

“Kasita really should be the one to negotiate,” Alyssa said. And it was true. Kasita had been the one to defuse the situation in the oasis. “Can we grab her before we go, at least?”
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                “They don’t look like an army,” Alyssa said, lowering her binoculars and handing them off to Brakkt.

They were a few hours away from the city now. Still well away from the Plains of the Dead, but close enough that the greenery wasn’t quite as omnipresent as it was around the city and the river that ran next to it. They had stopped at an old ruin of sorts. Some watchtower, perhaps. It once sat upon a hill, but now was only rubble save for a single flat wall that looked like a stiff breeze might send it down into the valley.

The valley that the monsters were currently marching through.

Brakkt took the binoculars, raised them to his eyes, and tried looking through them only to realize that he had them backwards. A quick flip had them the right way around, affording him a view of what Alyssa had already seen.

Forty might actually have been a rather conservative estimation. Fifty to sixty monsters seemed more accurate, though she hadn’t tried counting them individually. Like the monsters working in the whorehouse or the those at the oasis, they were a mishmash of species. Tall ones, small ones, big ones, thin ones, humanoids and… those more classically monstrous. There was such a wide variety of colors as well, from things with greenish scales to blue fur.

A few of them, Alyssa recognized. She was fairly sure that there was a group of honey bees down there, but their features were a bit sharper, so they might be some distinct variation. A lizard man, much like Rizk except with green scales instead of red, trailed behind the others, walking like he hadn’t had water in days. In fact, most of the monsters looked to be in poor shape. Many monsters didn’t wear clothes at all, either relying on their fur and scales to protect their modesty or simply because they didn’t have human normative values of modesty in the first place. But those that did had worn and torn clothes. Hair and fur was matted, scraggly, and unkempt. Some monsters looked a lot thinner than it felt like they should have looked.

“They seem more like refugees,” Brakkt mumbled as he handed the binoculars over to Kasita. “Definitely not an army.”

“Why would they be heading toward Illuna? Do they not know that they’re heading for a human settlement? Not just a settlement, but a city. Surely they don’t think they can fight in this state and hope to win?”

“They might not be trying to fight,” Kasita said, voice soft and somewhat sorrowful as she accepted the binoculars from Brakkt. “I’ve never seen it happen with a group this large, but I have known some monsters that run out of hope and options to submit themselves willingly to human control, assuming the life of a slave might be better than no life at all. But… I would have thought that a group this large would try to form into a community. Rather like those monsters at the oasis or the mysterious farm Volta mentioned that’s been facing a famine.”

“Could they be from that farm? Did they run out of supplies sooner than Volta expected?”

Brakkt shook his head. “They look more like they’ve been through a battle. They’ve got wounded with them.”

“Wounded?” Alyssa said, taking the binoculars back from Kasita. It took a moment, but sure enough, Brakkt was right. A group at the back, not far from the green-scaled lizard man, had a number of monsters covered in bandages. The bandages were soiled with blood and bile and were clearly in need of changing. And that wasn’t even taking into consideration the amount of dirt covering all of them, wounded and uninjured alike.

“Perhaps they are from that farm,” Brakkt continued, “but they aren’t here because they ran out of food. It seems likely that they were driven out. Probably by a local city’s guardsmen. And probably in an ambush at that. Assaulting a group of monsters this large would otherwise take far too many men. I’d even go so far as to say that their community wound up razed to the ground. If they had any arcanists capable of some inferno and flame spells, they might not have needed to get too close.”

“So we should help them then, right?”

“They might still be being followed. And if they are… it puts me, at least, in a complicated situation.”

“Can’t openly show support for monsters?”

“It isn’t quite that. My father is trying to change things, open the people up to monsters a little more. The real problem is, if they are being chased, I’m expected to side with the humans. Failure to do so and I doubt I’ll be the Second Prince for much longer.”

“I don’t see any humans. They would presumably be mounted, right?”

“Depends entirely on who is driving these monsters out and what their overall strategy is.”

“Still, none in sight. We could go meet with the monsters and find out exactly what is going on. It might be possible to help them out a bit and get them out of here before any humans arrive.”

“If they’re open to help,” Kasita mumbled. “A big group like this is probably going to try to rely on their own strength. Though I’m still curious as to why they’re heading toward a human city. I guess we just have to ask.”

“Should we send you in first?”

“I think they’ve already spotted us. While looking through the binoculars, I noticed a few pointing toward us.”

“They’re still marching forward?”

“They might be confused about the draken and Fela, if they could see that clearly. Then again, we might just be silhouettes on the horizon to them. They’ve already been spotted by scouts, so might figure that there is nothing to gain by panicking over us. And if we attack… well, there are only a few of us compared to how many they number. They won’t know that you can Annihilator them all in one blast if necessary.”

Alyssa frowned, shoulders slumping slightly. “I hope it isn’t necessary. They look like they’ve been beaten down enough already.”

“Let’s go,” Brakkt said. “All together. We’ll keep slow so as to not startle them into attacking, but I don’t want to split us up just in case they aren’t going to be friendly toward monsters in the company of humans.”

Alyssa slipped her binoculars back into her satchel just in time to grab onto the prickly scales of Musca’s neck. Riding Musca was… an experience. Given that they were both draken, it was quite amazing just how different Izsha was from the more volatile Musca. The ride wasn’t nearly as smooth and, at times, Alyssa almost felt like Musca was trying to throw her off. It wasn’t anything overt like a bucking horse, but Musca would take a turn just a bit sharper than Alyssa would have expected from Izsha or maybe Musca would angle down a bit more during a long sprint. Little things that just threw off what Alyssa expected, leading to her almost losing her balance on occasion. Given that Irulon found Musca’s movements smooth enough to turn the saddle into a makeshift writing desk, Alyssa could only imagine that the dumb draken was doing it on purpose.

Musca’s scales weren’t as pleasant to grab either. Where the sides of Izsha’s neck were smooth, Musca’s scales jutted out just a bit more, presenting their sharp tips to Alyssa’s palms. Even with gloves on, it felt like grasping a bag of razor blades.

At least they weren’t rushing down to the group of monsters. At a more sedate pace, Alyssa didn’t have to hold on tight. But she was not looking forward to the ride back to the city.

While the group of monsters had continued moving forward despite being watched, the moment Alyssa and company started their approach, they started readying themselves. More vulnerable-looking monsters moved to the back while the larger and beefier of the group stepped out in front. With Unseen Sight activated, Alyssa could tell that there weren’t any Shadow Assassins or the like. Nothing setting up an ambush.

Musca, at a motion from Brakkt’s arms, slowed down even more. Dasca and Fela did as well.

“They’re wary,” Kasita said from over Alyssa’s shoulder, pointing out the obvious. “It’s strange. I would have expected them to act a lot more aggressively. Either in an attempt to frighten us off or even just to give some confidence to the smaller members of their group. And the children.”

From their vantage point, they had spotted children right in the center. While the group as a whole looked pitiful with their torn clothes, ragged appearances, and wounds, the children had it the worst. One of the smallest, something bunny-like, was being carried on what Alyssa assumed to be its mother’s shoulders. The rest had to walk. Some walked next to older monsters. Some… walked alone.

They all looked like they had been walking for far too long. Every step was more like a stagger. They only kept going because those around them kept going. If one collapsed, Alyssa had to wonder whether someone would pick them up or simply leave them behind.

“I wonder when they last ate,” Kasita said in such a soft tone of voice that Alyssa wasn’t sure whether or not she was supposed to have heard it.

“Illuna, despite the troubles with their demonic neighbors, has full stocks of fruit, grain, vegetables, and even meat. If we can convince everyone to get along, we could get them food before nightfall.”

“Fela and the draken, vouched for by the Second Prince, are one thing. Even a city as ignorant to monsters as Illuna might not be so welcoming to others. Especially not this large a group. It’s… scary for humans.”

They drew to a stop at fifty paces away with another motion from Brakkt. Hardly any distance for a draken or a hellhound, probably not much distance for most of their group either. But it was enough to give Alyssa time to cast spells if necessary. She didn’t have nearly enough Spectral Chains to tie up the entire group, but the ones most likely to attack them could be taken out easily enough.

“Hold, monsters,” Brakkt said, deep voice loud and commanding without really being shouting, “before your caravansary proceeds to spark an attack from the human city of Illuna. We’ve come to ascertain your intentions and, if need be, deliver a warning that further invasion into human lands will not go unanswered. Who will speak for your group?”

Alyssa winced a little at Brakkt’s words. They were a bit more volatile than she thought a group like this deserved. He hadn’t said much back at the oasis. Hearing him now, that was probably for the best. Then again, he had probably done things like this before while not having barged into a monster sanctuary. They were related, but still different situations. The sanctuary monsters may have fought to the death. The oasis was their home and, judging by the presence of the former Waterhole monsters, some kind of resting point for those traveling through human lands. If it was compromised, it would be trouble for a great many people. These monsters were different. They weren’t in a home. If told to leave, they might just do that if it meant leaving without conflict.

At Brakkt’s command, a murmur of conversation started up among the monsters. Their discussion, or perhaps argument, went on for several minutes. Voices raised. Some of them started pointing at others. Even within their own group, some monsters started backing away, like they didn’t want to be a part of the strife.

“This is bad,” Kasita said. “Every group of monsters that I’ve ever been a part of has had a leader. Whether someone deliberately took charge or whether everyone else just looked toward one person—usually the oldest or one who had been at a particular location the longest—someone would wind up at the forefront of a group like this. I…”

Amid the arguing, Kasita hopped off Musca’s back.

It wasn’t until Kasita took a few steps forward that they hushed down again. They didn’t instantly quiet down, but one person noticed Kasita’s approach and alerted their neighbors, who nudged the monsters next to them, and so on until there were only a few of the most heated monsters left talking.

And that was not a pun on the one monster that looked like a walking cross-section of a volcano. It was actually toward the back of the group, staying quiet even during the loudest parts of their argument. Given its physiology, Alyssa wasn’t even sure that it could talk.

“Who is the oldest among you?” Kasita said loud enough to address the group. As she moved forward, she shifted her form. A ripple ran over her body and, after a moment or two, a far more monstrous version of Kasita was standing in her place. She still looked superficially like the sisterly form that Kasita usually wore around. It was clearly inspired by Rizk, having red-orange scales running up and down her sides and back with a little tail poking out from under a longer shirt.

Given that she had pulled this trick before, Alyssa well knew what she was doing. She was putting the group of monsters at ease. Or trying to, anyway. With Fela and the draken, one human turning into a monster might even plant an idea in their minds that both Alyssa and Brakkt were monsters as well, just in disguise.

Kasita walked right up to the largest monster, a sort of minotaur-like hulk of a man, with the confidence that only someone without fear of physical attacks could muster. Even though she only came up to his waist, he immediately ceased arguing with the one-eyed giant that was the only one of the group that could match his size. Both looked down to the approaching mimic.

“What happened to your group?” she asked, voice a little softer but still loud enough for everyone to hear. “Why take the risk of marching through human lands in such a large group? You had to have known where you were heading…”

“We’ve been on the run for weeks,” a cyclops said. Being roughly the same height as the minotaur, he had to squat down a bit to be more on the level of Kasita. But he was still at least two heads taller than she was. “Every time we stop, thinking we’re safe or that we’ve run far enough, we get ambushed in the night. Humans. A whole group of them that never stops chasing us. Stragglers get picked off, disappearing without a word or cry for help.”

“You have no leaders?”

The cyclops didn’t answer right away. His hand clenched into a tight fist as his knuckles ground into the dirt at his feet. “We woke up to find Xefawks’ head sitting in the center of our camp one morning weeks ago. As well as the heads of his family.”

“I…” Kasita actually stepped back, grimace plain on her face. Her tail drooped ever so slightly as her shoulders shuddered. “My condolences,” she said through grit teeth. “But… You can’t fight them off? With a group like yours…”

“They rarely show themselves. When they do, they always run away. Can’t fight what we can’t catch.”

Brakkt, with Alyssa next to him and Fela trailing slightly behind, rode forward. They closed the distance from a good fifty feet to only about ten, stopping just behind Kasita. “Have you seen any colors or emblems on their outfits, armor, or gear? Anything to distinguish them?” Brakkt said, voice slightly softer than it had been when he first addressed the monsters.

The cyclops shook his head, large eye in the center of his face swinging over to the minotaur as soon as he finished.

But the minotaur was shaking his bull-like head as well. “I’ve seen them more than others,” he said in a voice even deeper than Brakkt’s. “Never seen any branding on their hides.”

“Hmm,” Brakkt hummed, drawing a gauntlet-covered hand to the chin of his helmet.

“What is it?”

“Very possibly a roaming squad of assassins,” Brakkt said quietly so that only Alyssa would hear. “At least judging by the prolonged harassment and hit and run tactics. The royal family doesn’t use them—not openly anyway—as we usually only march armies to meet armies. But some of the great houses do use such forces to keep their lands clear of monsters. It’s psychological warfare as much as it is physical. They probably don’t even intend to kill this group to the last, leaving several alive to warn other groups of monsters away from the lands they’ve been driven out from. Or possibly to find out where they are heading to reveal other hives of monster activity.”

“So even if they would all fit inside the oasis, something I doubt, sending them there would wind up hurting everyone.”

Brakkt nodded twice before looking back to the cyclops. “Regardless of my sympathy for your troubles, I still need to know your intentions in heading this direction. Attacking the city will not stop your pursuers. You’ll likely be throwing away your lives on their walls, which might be their intention if they’ve been herding you this way.”

“We’re not stupid. But we’re out of options. And food. We’ve been out of food for a while now.” He turned, large eye sweeping over the group of monsters. “Some of us haven’t eaten in days. Maybe longer. And we don’t know where to go. Without Xefawks, we don’t know somewhere else that could support us and wouldn’t just meet the same fate that we have. You humans have driven us out, but the human city here is the only place that might be able to feed, shelter, and possibly protect us. Even if we have to… submit ourselves.”

Getting off his knees, the cyclops drew himself up to his full height. Even with Musca taking several steps backwards, Alyssa still had to crane her neck just to keep him in view. As he stood, Alyssa noticed the thing at his side. A… club? It looked more like a chunk of a paved road that he had torn from the ground and hooked to his waist, but it had to be some kind of stone. One hand, about as big as Alyssa was, reached down for the hilt.

“But if the human city is going to attack us too, we may as well fall upon our swords here and now.”

“Wait,” Alyssa said, trying to sit upright even with Musca feeling like it was getting ready to sprint away from any chance of that weapon swinging in their way. “That might not be necessary. Knowing your intentions, I think we might be able to help—”

“Alyssa,” Brakkt said, slight warning tone in his voice.

“What? You don’t have to do anything. I’ll just have a few words with Martin. I’m sure his court arcanist will be willing to see things my way. And if they don’t listen…” Alyssa trailed off, not sure what she intended to do if they didn’t listen. She hadn’t been able to help Izsha. Not as much as she wanted, anyway. But these monsters didn’t need to be brought back from the dead. The ones that were dead, like their leaders, had likely already had their souls ferried off by angels. There was nothing she could do for them even if she was willing to try what she had done with Izsha a second time.

But, glancing toward the sky, Alyssa decided that she wasn’t just going to sit by and let this group die. There were children here. Starving children at that. She doubted that even everyone in this group was completely blameless. Several of their number had probably fought and killed humans in the past. But letting them get hunted down when there was nothing they could do to defend themselves just wasn’t right.

As long as the monsters weren’t going to cause trouble for the people of Illuna, there was no reason to turn them away.

The moon wasn’t visible at the moment, but, if Martin and the rest of Illuna had some problems with sheltering a few monsters who might even agree to help defend the city should the demons and infected return to assaulting their walls…

She might just have to disagree with their policies.
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                The group of monsters continued on toward Illuna, this time with Alyssa at the head of the group, Brakkt at the rear, and Fela moving about and making herself seen. Brakkt in particular had his eyes everywhere, looking for any sign of the group that was chasing after the monsters. A quick Message to Volta had revealed that Martin, acting as the current regent of Illuna, was willing to meet with the monsters to discuss a possible peaceful resolution to their problems. Which meant that Brakkt actually had some leeway in openly assisting the monsters. This was the sovereign territory of Illuna. Anyone operating here would have to respect Martin’s wishes. The assassination squad included.

Apparently.

Politics weren’t something that Alyssa had delved too deeply into on Nod. She wasn’t sure that she wanted to get too into politics, either as a participant or observer. It was a hassle enough back on Earth. She could only imagine how chaotic an unstructured society would be. Not to mention the difficulty in paying attention to the goings ons with poor communication. Message spells helped, but they just weren’t sufficient for real communication. And they didn’t facilitate mass communication either.

Which meant, unfortunately, that there also wasn’t really a way to communicate to the assassination team that the monsters were under a parley truce. If there even was such a thing. This all seemed rather informal.

At the current pace, the monsters should arrive by evening. As a show of good faith, Martin was going to prepare a small amount of food. Small being enough to feed the several dozen starving monsters, anyway. The prospect of food had put a bit of haste in the steps of the monsters. Alyssa hoped that they weren’t pushing themselves too much. The food would still be there later.

Alyssa kind of wished that things weren’t quite so… tense? Since their initial discussion, no one had said much of anything. The cyclops and minotaur walked on their own. The rest of the monsters were strangely quiet as well. For such a large group to be so silent, it had to be something about how they were wary of the humans in their midst. Even the slight murmurs of excitement from the promise of food had died down. Perhaps it wasn’t wariness, but weariness, exhaustion at having to walk so much. Some relief had to have set in which would further exacerbate matters. The relief would bring in relaxation, which, in turn, would make it a bit more difficult to remain determined. Keeping up the walk was probably about all they could do at the moment.

As for Brakkt, Alyssa, and Fela, they were all spread around the group with Kasita riding alongside Alyssa. But the distance made talking impossible. Between Brakkt keeping watch for other humans, Fela smelling the air for much the same reason, and Alyssa keeping an eye out for trouble ahead, they probably wouldn’t have had time to talk much even if they were all right next to each other.

Several times, Alyssa found herself closing her eyes to try to look for the monsters’ pursuers only to realize what she was doing. Getting rid of the Astral Authority couldn’t happen soon enough. At least they weren’t after her constantly anymore and she didn’t have to worry about little slip-ups. Though it did make looking for people a pain.

Irulon had that one soul-sight spell, the one that made souls appear as symbols or animals, in Alyssa’s case. She did have a picture of that one in her phone, so she could draw a few of them. But she didn’t have any on hand. It just wasn’t a spell that she had ever thought she might need to use on the regular. And she wasn’t sure if it worked through invisibility fields like Empty Mirror.

Thankfully, they made it to the city without incident. The sight of Illuna’s much smaller walls—in comparison to Lyria—was a welcome sight. The array of guards on the walls was less so, but it couldn’t be helped. Alyssa wasn’t sure that they needed every guard in the city up on those walls. There was practically no arm room between them. They wouldn’t be able to effectively fight like that, so it had to be more for show and intimidation than anything else.

Alyssa had to hope that they hadn’t left the western wall completely empty of guards. Someone needed to be on watch for wayward demons or Patiences. But they probably knew what they were doing. Hopefully.

Maybe she would send Fela to check that there really were guards out there.

But for the time being, Brakkt directed the monsters to stop well away from the main walls. They weren’t even anywhere near the farms that sprawled out over the land surrounding the city. The city’s bowmen, assuming they could draw the string while being so packed in with their comrades, would be hard pressed to land an arrow anywhere nearby, let alone hit a target. Arcanists might be able to do something, but… there shouldn’t be any accidents or rogue agents. Volta, as court arcanist, would probably have some influence in who was accepted as a guard. Given Volta’s identity, she wouldn’t select arcanists likely to cause incidents at times like these.

Alyssa stayed behind with Fela while Brakkt headed up to the city proper. She couldn’t help but notice that he stopped by the abandoned stables where Izsha was on his way up. Just a quick peek in without even dismounting from Ensou. There must have been nothing to worry about because he went straight up to the wall after that.

From there, it was a waiting game. Without walking to distract them, the monsters started talking among themselves. The conversations were kept to low whispers, but there were enough of them to create a small level of noise. From that noise, Alyssa gathered two primary feelings. Excitement and fear.

Alyssa had to hope, for everyone’s sake, that there really wasn’t much to fear over. But she couldn’t say that with certainty.

“Hey.” The deep voice of the minotaur startled Alyssa out of her thoughts.

Judging by the slight hop, it startled Musca as well. Of course, the draken tried to disguised the jolt as simply turning around to face the giant of a monster, but Alyssa could tell. The nervousness probably came from the simple fact that Alyssa was still on Musca’s back. If the minotaur or cyclops took a sudden disliking to Alyssa, Musca would probably end up as collateral to one of their large weapons.

But the minotaur didn’t look like he was about to fight. Having the head of a bull, it was almost impossible for Alyssa to read his facial expressions. He had the body of a man, a particularly buff and large man but a man nonetheless. That gave her some idea of his body language.

The fact that he didn’t have his axe in his hand helped convince her that nothing was amiss.

“What’s up?” Alyssa said. As she spoke, she could feel Kasita leaning around her back to get a better look at the minotaur.

Kasita had still not changed back from her lizardy version of herself.

The minotaur looked left, then he looked right, then back to Alyssa. With a slight nod of his head off to one side, he started walking away from the group. For being so large, his footsteps were surprisingly soft. They didn’t shake the ground or make that loud of thumps.

With a glance to Kasita, who shrugged, Alyssa directed Musca to follow.

He didn’t go far. Just far enough to get a small amount of privacy from the others. “Not all of us are useful,” he said eventually, looking back to the group. “Some are wounded with injuries that might keep them from working for the rest of their lives. Some are just small peaceful creatures without much physical strength.”

Alyssa hadn’t had a chance to look over the wounded. She didn’t have any healing potions, knowledge of monster physiology, or even a connection to Tenebrael to maybe get some miraculous healing in. The monsters here would know better how to handle their own injuries. Probably.

Actually, now that she thought about it, she didn’t know much about how monsters handled medical matters. Did they think slapping leeches on things to ‘balance the humors’ was a valid method of curing ailments? Something to talk about with Kasita later. Maybe Jason as well for general medical matters. He might know better than she would about how to disseminate proper medical knowledge to the world. In fact, proper medicine was probably better than farming equipment.

But that was a discussion for another time, she supposed.

As for the weaker creatures, that wasn’t hard to believe either. There were several small and fluffy creatures much like bunny rabbits or even small dogs? Even a few goblins in this group. Alyssa knew from personal experience that goblins weren’t all that impressive in terms of anything, let alone monsters like Fela or the draken.

“Yeah,” Alyssa said, looking back to the minotaur.

“They won’t make good slaves.”

Alyssa blinked. “What?”

“Even still, we discussed it together before even deciding to head to the human city. As long as they are not harmed and are taken care of, the rest of us will do as told without rebellion or complaint.”

“Wait,” Alyssa said, holding up a hand.

But the minotaur ignored her and continued talking. “I alone should be worth a dozen of the smaller ones. And Fezzik, the cyclops, should count as another dozen.”

“Hold on!”

“And if those are not agreeable terms, then—”

“First of all, none of that is up to me. I don’t even live in this city let alone hold a position of authority. You would have been better off bringing this up to Brakkt before he left. Secondly, I don’t think any of you should be slaves. I don’t agree with the practice. And from what I’ve seen of this city, I’m not sure that they agree either. They have few if any slaves.”

“That said,” Kasita added with a small smile, “I don’t imagine you’ll be able to freeload. This city’s guard has been… diminished through repeated interactions with the demons nearby. I’m sure farmland could use tending. Other skills you all might have could help as well if there are any craftsmen or fabricators among you.”

The minotaur didn’t say anything. Again, it was difficult to tell from his facial expressions, but Alyssa guessed that he was somewhat surprised. Probably. She should have realized it earlier, realized just what submitting themselves to human rule might mean for the lesser among them, never mind those like the cyclops and minotaur.

Before the minotaur could speak again, the very air changed. A palpable tension rippled across the atmosphere. The low murmurs of conversation that had sprung up since the group stopped their long march hushed down in an instant. Monsters big and small shifted their stances, some shrinking in on themselves while others puffed up, perhaps in an attempt to look a little more intimidating. Or, taking into context what the minotaur had said, maybe even trying to make them look a little more appealing for enslavement.

It only took a minute to figure out just what had caused the change.

A large group was coming down from the city walls. At least a dozen horses did nothing but carry banners emblazoned with the fleur de lis symbol of the city. More horses moved between those, all outfitted with bronze armor and more emblemed tabards. In the center of it all, Martin rode with shining silver armor on a similarly outfitted white horse. At his side, Brakkt rode on Ensou, essentially in a completely inverted color palette.

They approached without any semblance of haste in their movements. Their horses didn’t gallop or even trot. They walked in a slow procession clearly designed just to show themselves off.

Considering how nervous the monsters were already, the unnecessary parade just made Alyssa frown as she wondered who had come up with the idea. Martin? Volta? Brakkt? Some guard captain looking to curry favor as the idea guy? It wasn’t like Alyssa couldn’t understand the purpose behind it. There were almost a hundred monsters out here. Walking down with his cane and only a guard or two wouldn’t give the proper impression at all. It might even give the monsters the idea that they could just take over the city through brute force. At the same time, Alyssa had to frown at the display.

The procession came all the way down the road, spreading out in loose formation as they neared the monsters. Martin, Volta, the cursed sword, Brakkt, and a pair of identical twins that even styled their mustaches the same way were left in the center, along with several guards. As when Alyssa and her group first approached the monsters, Martin slowed to a stop with plenty of distance between him and the group.

“You and the cyclops seem to have taken charge since our arrival,” Kasita said from behind Alyssa. “Perhaps the two of you should head forward for negotiations? Unless there is someone else here more fitting of the role.”

A harsh breath shot out the minotaur’s nose. “Humans find us threatening. We are threatening. Something smaller and more human-like in appearance…”

“But no one else is stepping forward. No one stepped forward when we arrived. The two of you did. In fact…”

Although the minotaur had taken them to the side to talk about his slavery concerns, the cyclops wasn’t far away. After swiveling his large eye toward Alyssa, Kasita, and the minotaur, he started forward. His movements were deliberately slow as if he were trying to be as nonthreatening as possible. After about five steps, he paused, reached to his hip, and undid the ties that kept his large stone club attached at his hip, letting it fall to the ground with a weighty thump. He paused again and looked back to the minotaur.

With another snort of air, the minotaur followed suit. He tossed his axe to the ground and marched up alongside the cyclops.

Alyssa, after beckoning for Fela, followed just to the side. As she had said to the minotaur, she really wasn’t a part of whatever discussions were about to take place. She didn’t know the politics or even the personalities of the humans or monsters. She couldn’t really vouch for either side, although Martin had seemed the amicable sort in her few meetings with him. But if things went poorly, she had the spells on hand to act as a moderator. She was confident that she could keep the two sides away from each other long enough for the monsters to leave without bloodshed on either side. Hopefully. But she was more hopeful that the monsters would be able to get along with the humans. At least on a surface level. Deeper friendship could come after a time. And if a few words from her and maybe a threat or two could lead to that end, well, that was something that Alyssa had wanted to see ever since meeting monsters properly in the Waterhole.

Although the cyclops and the minotaur were not mounted, Martin remained on his horse, rubbing a gauntleted hand down its neck in what was likely supposed to be an attempt to calm it down. A few of the others, one banner carrier in particular, were a little less successful in keeping their horses from breaking ranks. They didn’t turn around and sprint back like the Lyrian guards had upon seeing the gaunt, but it looked like a close thing. Though Alyssa could honestly not tell whether the horses were more frightened of the monsters or of the draken. Those horses closest to Brakkt seemed far worse than those further away.

With Martin on his horse, he still only came up to the cyclops’ stomach. The minotaur was a bit shorter than his companion, but not by much. So it probably wasn’t that bad a thing to have him still mounted. It meant that the two giants didn’t have to duck quite so much to be on his level.

And they did duck down. It obviously wasn’t a bow or a kneel or any other respectful deference, at least not further than moving down to eye-level was respectful.

“Monsters,” Martin said, voice a neutral greeting. “I understand that you are short on food. After speaking with my advisers,” he said, gesturing toward Volta and the two twins, “we have purchased supplies from agreeable merchants. I have men currently loading them up to deliver down here as fast as they can.”

Both the monsters looked to each other, surprise evident on the cyclops’ face—the minotaur was hard to read, but Alyssa was pretty sure he was surprised as well. Even she had to blink. Opening with a promise of food without even introducing themselves? Brakkt had said there would be food, but Alyssa expected for there to be some terms and conditions set beforehand, using the food as a bribe to keep the monsters from doing anything complicated.

Volta, Alyssa noted, looked to her with her real body. It was sluggish and slow, but she did wink.

So Volta had something to do with that decision. Alyssa wondered how she had framed the proposal to the others. A way to keep the monsters docile during the meeting? Or maybe just appealing to morality of the situation, arguing that leaving the poor things starving and wondering if they would continue to starve was just too inhumane.

She would have to ask later. For now, the discussion continued.

“I am Martin, regent of Illuna while my son is in the grand city of Lyria. These are my advisers, Holbrook and Holland. My court arcanist and a trusted source of advice, Volta. And I believe you are acquainted with the Second Prince Brakkt, visiting from Lyria.”

When Martin fell silent but neither of the monsters spoke, Alyssa, off to the side with Fela and not really part of either group, tried to make a subtle hand gesture. Just a little wave from the monsters to the humans. She didn’t think they were stupid or couldn’t understand social cues. In contrast to Volta or even the bunyip at the Oasis and Kasita at the Waterhole, they just lacked the initiative that Alyssa expected someone in their position to have.

Unless someone else in that group of monsters was willing or ready to step up as a leader, it was up to them.

“Fezzik,” the cyclops said. “No fancy titles. I am not even a… Our leader was killed over a week ago.”

“We’re standing here because we seem to have been nominated as representatives,” the minotaur said with a glance toward Alyssa. “I am Rokien.”

“We… thank you for your generosity with your food. Most of us have not eaten in weeks.”

“Far be it from us to starve others. We need not be enemies.”

Alyssa sat a little straighter. She wasn’t sure whether it was Volta’s influence on Martin or if he was just a genuinely kindhearted man even despite the racial tensions between humans and monsters, but everything seemed to be going well. Quite well.

Taking her eyes off the meeting, Alyssa started glancing around at the gathered monsters and guards, wondering just how it might go all wrong.

            

    
        035.001 Interlude - Iona

    
    
    
    
                Iona tried to make himself look as small and as inconspicuous as possible. It helped that he was small to begin with. Not only was he still young, but gremlins were naturally small. The tallest members of his species generally only reached the height of a human adolescent. If he wrapped himself in a plain cloak and put up a hood to hide his turquoise hair and large ears, he might even be able to pass as a human child.

He didn’t smell like a human, but that wasn’t a problem. According to some of the others, humans didn’t have a very good sense of smell anyway. He still kept his distance from any of the humans around.

They weren’t supposed to leave the camp.

He didn’t know what would happen if he was found out, but he couldn’t help himself.

The others told stories of human cities. Buildings as tall as mountains. People filling every available space. Human magic performed constantly…

The reality of it was a bit of a disappointment. The buildings were tall, yes. Mountain size? He wasn’t so sure about that. Maybe one or two of them. But not all. Fezzik was taller than half the buildings around. As for magic, he hadn’t seen a single spell. Not one. It really made him wonder if the humans really were the magically advanced species that he had heard stories about. The people who were supposed to be second only to dragons in terms of the variety of magic that they could use. He had sneaked into the city, over a section of the wall that hadn’t been guarded, expecting dazzling light shows, levitating objects, people flashing about, and maybe a few spells that he might have been able to learn how to use. Instead, people just meandered about, doing what he assumed was normal for them.

People meandering about was just about the only part of the tales he had been told that actually seemed true. There were so many humans. More than he had ever seen in his life. More humans than he had seen monsters in his life. Of course, he was only seventeen—two months until he turned twenty!—so he hadn’t been around that long to see as many things as some of the others. Still, it was quite staggering just to see so many other living beings around.

He suspected that he had wandered into the middle of some kind of market, mostly because there were roughly two kinds of humans about. Ones standing about trying to get people to ‘buy’ their goods and a much larger collection of humans either buying the goods or passing by to a specific good vendor that they wanted to buy from.

It was a strange ritual that they took part in. He had heard about money before, but actually seeing the concept in action was a strange sight. The latter group of buyers would happily hand off little bits of metal to the sellers, who would happily accept the metal and hand over whatever they had. Metal could be traded for just about anything it seemed. One human traded metal for apples. One traded for fox pelts. Still another received what appeared to be the wheel to a wagon for a fairly large handful of the metal pieces.

At the farm, things didn’t work like that. Everyone worked to help each other out. Fezzik and Rokien kept watch, looking out for threats. Most everyone worked to tend to food, whether that be taking care of the fields, raising the livestock, or preparing meals. Hunters would hunt. Tanners would tan. Carpenters would carpenter. At the end of the day, people would take what they needed from a public stockpile. People didn’t take more than they needed simply because they would wind up kicked out of the community.

There generally wasn’t much to spare besides. Farms and open communities had to be kept small and secret to avoid drawing unwanted attention. Iona had never seen a whole orchard’s worth of apples sitting in one spot before. In fact, he had only eaten an apple twice before. Their farm had a single apple tree and it didn’t always produce much.

Unfortunately, it didn’t seem like he would be getting an apple today despite how many were sitting around in the seller’s cart. From what Iona could tell, the seller was haggling down for every single scrap of metal that he could get, being so stingy as to cheat some poor buyer out of one of his rightfully purchased apples by snatching one out of the buyer’s bag as he walked away. With the human acting like that, he was sure to deny an apple to a poor child with no way to pay. And Iona didn’t have anything but his cloak that he might be able to trade for some of those bits of metal.

And if he traded his cloak, everyone would know that he had left the camp.

Maybe if he talked to one of those draken riders, he could find a way to acquire some metal bits. But for now, he was going to continue exploring the city.

Just as Iona started to turn away, he noticed something. Two young humans, neither much taller than he was, were pushing their way through the crowd of bigger humans. There were lots of children around, but something about them made these children stand out more. They were clearly moving with purpose. Some children, especially older ones, clearly had tasks. Maybe their parents ordered them to go purchase apples or maybe they were just browsing for food. But this pair was rushing through the crowd of humans as if they had been given a mission.

Another thing that made them stand out was their attire. It was, much like Iona’s own clothes, somewhat concealing. Not enough so that people would find them suspicious. At least, Iona hoped he wasn’t coming across as suspicious, but he really didn’t know much about human culture. No one had stopped and bothered him so far at least and he had been inside the city since early morning, so it stood to reason that he was doing something right. It helped that a bit of a chilly wind had started up over the past few days, forcing most people to bundle up a bit more than they otherwise would.

Humans didn’t have fur to help keep them warm.

The human children were headed right toward the apple shop that Iona had been eying earlier. Just before they reached it, they split apart. The smaller of the two broke into a run…

And crashed right into a buyer, knocking goods to the ground.

Both the apple seller and the buyer yelled at him a bit as he tried to pick up the dropped goods. Both adults watched him like a harpy.

But they didn’t watch the other human child, who went up right behind the apple seller and started slipping apples into a small pouch. By the time the first child had gathered up everything that had dropped and started bowing to the adults, the other child ran off with at least five apples, completely unnoticed.

Iona hopped off a leather stand’s roof where he had been watching the market and started making his way through the crowd. He couldn’t quite explain why he was doing what he was doing, but he headed toward where the two boys were meeting up on the far side of the market from the apple vendor.

“What about a pie?” he heard one of them whispering to the other. “I haven’t had meat in forever!”

“We got caught last time. He’ll remember us and be on the lookout.”

“If Maurice were here, he would do it. He’d come up with a plan to slip a pie out from under the old man’s nose.”

“Well, Maurice isn’t here now, is he?”

“And just whose fault do you think that is? If you hadn’t—”

The boys were meeting just outside the main market area, right around a corner where there weren’t too many other humans. Iona, walking around the corner, had not expected there to be nobody around except the boys. It made his presence extremely notable. When the first boy stopped talking, the second quickly turned, clutching the bag of apples to his chest.

Their startled demeanor diminished as they realized that Iona was not some adult chasing after them. Their spooked posture shifted to clear aggression.

“Who are you?”

“Get out of here!”

“This is our alley, kid.”

The slight fear that he had been caught vanished when they said ‘kid’. As far as Iona knew, only humans and goats called their young kids. His disguise was working perfectly.

Though they did seem upset with his presence.

Not really knowing why he had approached them, Iona hung his head and turned to walk away.

“Hey, wait…” one of them said.

“Wait for what? Get him out of here, what if he saw something? He’d rat us out.”

“If he was going to, he would have gone to Hopperhock. And I haven’t seen him before. Maybe he could help us get some pies.”

“Just because Maurice—”

“This isn’t about Maurice. This is about pies.”

“What’s a pie?”

Both boys stared at Iona. His mouth snapped shut, hoping that he hadn’t just revealed his identity by asking about something that all humans knew about. From what they said earlier, it was some kind of meat food. Maybe an animal he hadn’t heard of before?

“Oh, now we have to get some.” At a strange glance from the slightly taller boy, the littler one shrugged. “What? He’s never had one of Dario’s pies before! That’s more of a crime than what we’re doing. You’ll help, right?” he said as he looked to Iona.

“Um? Sure?”

“Great!”

The taller boy pressed a hand to his face, sighing. “Alright. Fine. If we’re doing this, here’s what you need to know…”

Without a word of introduction, the boys started explaining exactly what Iona needed to do. They were quite clear and answered any questions in very simple terms. The way they talked was one of experience. They had done this before many times. Not just acquiring food, but the act of explaining how to acquire it to others as well.

“Won’t the pie seller be upset if he doesn’t get the little metal bits in exchange for his sellings?”

The taller boy shrugged again. “Gotta eat somehow. Unless you’ve got a better way of getting food?”

There was food back at the camp. Not a lot, but enough for everyone to avoid starving. There was surely enough for the two boys… but that would mean taking them back there, they would find out that Iona was a monster and, even worse, the rest of the monsters would find out that Iona had been up in the city on his own. They probably wouldn’t kick him out to the wilds knowing that there might still be those other humans chasing after them, but they might hand him over to this city’s humans. Not knowing what might happen with them, the thought was almost as frightening.

So Iona simply shook his head.

“Great. Then just do what I said and we’ll all be eating like the Pharaoh by nightfall. And don’t forget, if the guy looks suspicious, just start running.”

“Right.” That was something Iona could do. Over the past few weeks, he had gotten a lot of experience in walking and even running. In fact, it sounded like an easier job than what he was supposed to be doing before running.

As for what he was supposed to be doing…

It didn’t take long to spot the pie seller. The seller was in a completely different section of the market than the apple seller. His stand was much bigger than the apple seller’s too. It was practically a whole building on its own. In fact, looking closer, Iona was pretty sure that the building behind the stand actually was part of the stand. A young girl, human of course, kept coming out with steaming hot rolls of bread which the seller then rapidly sold off to a large crowd standing out front.

Despite only seeing bread rolls, there was a definite scent of meat in the air. The scent was mouthwatering. It was easy to see why the two human children were interested in getting some of these ‘pies’. Iona would be lying if he said that he wasn’t also looking forward to it. He didn’t want to think ill of the kind humans who had offered food to the monsters who had appeared at their city walls, but he was pretty sure that most of the food was little more than scraps. Bits tossed aside that the humans didn’t want… or at least placed a lesser value on.

Although he had been happy with it, just glad to have something to eat after days of going without, he might trade it all away if it meant eating just one of these. And he might end up doing just that if he wound up caught.

Glancing over his shoulder, Iona got a thumbs-up from the smaller of the two boys. A slightly ominous gesture. Maybe it meant something different to the humans, but he had heard about the gladiatorial rings where monsters were often sent to fight to the death. He hadn’t actually seen such things for himself, but knew well that the angle of the thumb often determined the fate of the combatant.

But the thumbs up generally meant survival, so… that was good?

Shaking his head, Iona focused.

He walked right up to the stand, pushing through the crowds. He was a lot closer to any humans than he really should be, but the smell of meat and bread was so overpowering that there was no way the humans with their poor noses would be able to smell any difference in his scent.

The seller had just finished handing off a large pie to a portly human in exchange for a small handful of those bits of metal. Looking straight over the top of Iona, he immediately started selling to someone else. He was busy at the moment. So Iona moved around the side to where another younger human—this one a girl with red hair done up in a little bandanna—was bringing out a whole tray of fist-sized rolls of bread.

Iona got right in her way and promptly tapped the tips of his fingers together.

“Uhm… how much for a small one?”

The girl tried to step aside, but Iona moved to keep her blocked.

Behind her back, the two boys stole into the shop where the girl had just come from, slipping right through the front door with no one the wiser.

Now he just had to keep the girl distracted for a few moments.

But she was trying to step around him again.

“Just a small one? Maybe half of one?”

Sighing, she gave him a flat glare. “Three prav for the smallest. But you’ll have to talk with my father. I just cook.”

“You cook?” Iona blinked in genuine surprise. “How old are you?”

“I’m in my sixteenth year,” she said, managing to slip around Iona in his momentary shock. She quickly slid the tray of fresh meat pies onto the counter from where her father sold them and took an empty tray back.

“You’re so young,” Iona said, getting back in her way again. She was facing the door now, but he couldn’t really get her to turn away now. She would just slip past him again. “I always thought humans were—”

Iona clapped a hand over his mouth hard enough to make a noise. It drew some attention from the closest customers, but they quickly turned back to buying their pies from the seller who hadn’t even noticed his daughter placing the tray on the counter in the first place. But it did make the cook stop moving and look at him strangely.

“Are you alright?”

“Fine,” Iona squeaked. But the girl was stopped now, so he had to press forward and keep distracting her. The others said it would only take a moment, but… they were still in there. He could see the door out of the corner of his eye. “I just… bit my tongue. I thought cooks needed years of practice to get good, but those smell so tasty…”

Hopefully that covered up his little slip from earlier. Humans were supposed to be entirely useless for the first dozen or so years of their lives, requiring far more care from their parents than any monster that he was aware of. So having cooking skills while being not much older than that seemed like quite the impressive feat. Of course, everything he had heard came from other monsters and some of those other monsters had been known in the past to exaggerate about some things…

“How long have you been cooking these?”

“Ever since I can remember.”

“Amazing. I can’t even remember that long.”

“Uh huh. Look, I’ve got to get back to work. My dad is going to want the next tray in only a few minutes. Mealtimes are high traffic for us and I don’t have time to talk. If you want to buy something, ask my dad.”

“Oh, but… Uhm…” Just as Iona started looking around for a new topic to distract the human with, the door to their cookery opened just a crack. It was only a quick shadow of movement, but both boys managed to rush out. “I guess I’ll let you go then?”

Looking back to her, her eyes were thin points, glaring daggers right at him.

Had she noticed? Had he been caught?

He took a step back, then another. Turning completely, he bolted.

The two human children he was helping had described a meeting spot. Not being familiar with the human city, it took a bit to find. Past the fountain, turn right at the tailor, down the narrow path behind the cobbler’s shop, and down a set of stairs.

But when he got there, there was no one around. No human children, anyway. A small dog ran off as Iona slowed to a stop.

Had he arrived first? They had left the shop before him, but maybe they were taking a long way around. They had run off in the opposite direction, after all. That was just the way the door opened.

Iona settled down to wait for them. There was only the one entrance to the small alley alcove, back up the stairs toward the main market area. As such, there wasn’t much need to watch for the others like a harpy.

And yet, neither of the boys showed up. Iona waited and waited, it was even nearing nightfall and he saw neither tail nor hair of either of the humans. Humans didn’t have tails, but that was beside the point. Iona let out a long sigh as he brought his knees up to his chest.

He really didn’t have anyone to blame but himself. Everyone said that humans were untrustworthy, but…

“They come up with some sob story to get you to help them?”

Jolting, Iona just about threw off his hood as he turned to find the young human cook from earlier. The bandanna in her hair was missing now, letting much more hair than Iona would have thought possible hang down around her shoulders.

“Uhm, what?”

“It’s usually only younger kids who fall for their schemes,” she said, leaning up against the building that Iona had taken watch against. “Stupider kids. You’re lucky that my dad doesn’t notice whether a tray has ten pies on it or eight… Or seven.” As she spoke, she pulled out a small rock.

Or not a rock, Iona quickly discovered, but something wrapped up in crinkled paper. It had the distinct scent of meat coming from it. He had thought the smell was coming from her because of all the time she spent cooking, but it was definitely coming from the paper.

She shoved it in his hands. The paper came partially off with the movement, revealing some bread that was leaking a bit of meaty juice.

Her eyes were locked on Iona’s face, unwavering. “Well? Are you going to eat it or not?”

“Is it alright? I… I’m sorry, for earlier.”

“It’s fine,” she snapped. “I wouldn’t have given it to you if it wasn’t.”

“Oh. Okay then…” Slowly, conscious of being watched, Iona opened his mouth wide. The moment his teeth came down around the slightly steaming bread, flavor exploded in his mouth. It was so unexpectedly juicy that he couldn’t quite contain it all. A bit of it dribbled down his chin. But he couldn’t stop himself from taking a second bite.

“You have really big eyes, you know. Green too. Greener than I’ve ever seen.”

Mouth full of food, Iona couldn’t form a response.

“Your hood moves on its own, especially right at the top. I thought you were hiding an animal in there, but you aren’t, are you?”

Feeling a chill go down his back, Iona started glancing around. The girl was blocking the only escape from the small alley. Her eyes were more like those of a harpy than any harpy he had seen.

“And your teeth are rather sharp. I’ve never seen someone with such pointed teeth.”

Swallowing what might be his last meal, Iona racked his mind for an excuse. “I, uhm…”

“You’re one of them, aren’t you? My father sent food with the guards but the first thing you do is try to steal more from him?” Her hand flashed out, crossing his cheek before he could react.

The motion made his hood fall back, revealing his inhuman hair and large ears. He immediately pulled the hood down again, but it was beyond too late.

“Give me one reason why I shouldn’t drag you to the guards.”

“I… I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”

“Make it up to me?” she crossed her arms. “You didn’t even have three prav to pay for a lousy pie. How could you possibly make up for stealing our livelihood?”

“M-monsters!”

“Monsters?” she said, cocking an eyebrow up to the brim of the white handkerchief she wore.

“Humans value parts of monsters, don’t they? I can give you some hair or… blood? I don’t know what it might be worth, but—”

“Gross.” Her expression fit her disgusted tone. “I don’t want your blood.”

“Maybe scales? I don’t have any, but some—”

“Stop. I don’t want bits of your bodies.”

“Then what can I give you?”

“Can you work? Can you cook?”

“I’ve put things over a fire before, but…” Iona trailed off as he looked down at the dripping half of a pie still clutched in his hand. “Nothing like what you’ve done.”

“Tomorrow morning. Show up by daybreak. I’ll teach you. And when you’re good enough, you’re going to take over for me whenever I want, got it?” She stomped a foot down, leaning a shoulder into Iona as he tried to back away—but there was nowhere for him to go. “I want to run around the market sometimes too, but I’m stuck cooking for papa all day long. Of course, I won’t cause trouble like those hooligans.”

“Tomorrow morning? But we’re not supposed to leave the camp…”

“Then I suppose I’ll have to go to the guards…”

“I meant that I would be there right on time!” Iona quickly said.

“Good,” she turned and started stalking out of the alley, only to pause and look over her shoulder. “You can call me Susan.”

“Iona… I’m Iona.”

“Don’t be late little beast boy, or your name might slip to the guards.”

“But I’m not a beast…”

She was already gone, stalking off out the alley and around the corner without paying attention to his words.

“I’m a gremlin,” he said to the empty alley.

            

    
        036.001 Illuna's Happenings - Symphonic Ritual

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa skipped through the city toward the exit. Not quite literally, but she was in a pretty good mood. There, so far, had not been any major issues with the monsters. Whoever was pursuing them had not taken any further actions against them. There were guards, both monster and human, set up around their camp to keep watch for any further assassins or general malcontents. From what Alyssa had gathered so far, there wasn’t much reason to be concerned. It was a fairly boring job for both parties.

Just the way it should be.

That wasn’t to say that absolutely everything was perfect. There was a certain level of discontent among the monsters that had them all a bit upset. It wasn’t that they were unhappy with the treatment they were receiving, but there was just uncertainty permeating the camp. They didn’t know what their place was supposed to be or what they should be doing. Martin, Volta, and some advisers were all trying to come up with good solutions—Illuna wasn’t near a famine state but it was still difficult to justify feeding almost a hundred freeloaders. Some were going to be asked to work as guards, but as Fezzik and Rokien had mentioned, not every monster was suitable to such a job.

Alyssa had suggested that they be brought into the city and allowed to live like regular people, even having whatever jobs of a more mundane nature that needed to be done. That was apparently a bit much for them. Having monsters in their own little camp was a bit of a bite to swallow for some, apparently. Martin didn’t have a problem with it, but there was some discontent inside the city. Not as much as Alyssa imagined Lyria might face, but still some.

Still, Alyssa was fairly optimistic about the situation as a whole. She could rest easy knowing that there hadn’t been any major or minor conflicts between humans and monsters.

But that wasn’t all that Alyssa was happy about.

Today was the day.

Irulon had a whole ritual prepared and ready, something that she was positive would jump-start Izsha’s soul resonance. Or synchronization. Whatever it was, Izsha should be back on her feet by nightfall. That was the real reason Alyssa was skipping out to the stables. There were still some things to get ready. Apparently, this ritual required more than just the requisite cardstock and pattern drawn on top.

Hence why she wasn’t literally skipping. Piloting a medieval wheelbarrow filled with various reagents, from bits of monsters to some kind of specialized paint that they were to adorn Izsha’s body with, wasn’t exactly as easy as their modern equivalent. It wasn’t that she was inexperienced in the art of wheelbarrow pushing. Having worked in a home improvement store for a few years, she had pushed around her fair share of carts, barrows, and lifts. It was just… awkward. For one, the wheel was made from wood instead of air-filled rubber. She wouldn’t have thought there would be much difference, but after nearly tipping over and dumping everything all over the ground more times than she could count, Alyssa was taking it carefully. There just wasn’t any bounce to it. Every pebble she ran over could be felt from the tip of the barrow all the way up to her shoulders.

And on unpaved streets, pebbles were the least of her worries.

“Miss Draken Rider?”

“Alyssa,” Alyssa said immediately as she glanced to her side. One of the monsters had sneaked up to her. Or maybe the monster had just walked up and Alyssa had been too distracted to notice. Either way, there was a monster standing before her now.

She wasn’t quite sure what kind of monster it was. Although Alyssa had spent a decent amount of time down in the camp, she hadn’t gone around to meet every single one of them. And some were painfully shy. Especially the children. This wasn’t a child, but it was rather short with a bushy tangly neon blue hair styled up in a failed ponytail.

“Something you need?”

“A few of us have been needing more water than has been supplied.”

“There’s a river that runs almost straight through the city. Can’t you fetch your own? Or…” Alyssa’s eyes narrowed. “Are the guards not letting you leave? They’re supposed to be protect—”

“No, no, nothing like that. I haven’t actually asked. But leaving the camp…”

“Oh. You’re worried about those people who were chasing you? I’m sure a few of the guards would be willing to go with you. And if you go in a large enough group with people like Fezzik, I’m sure you would be fine. Or you could ask a guard to see if they would be willing to deliver more water.”

Although she started to smile, the little monster quickly shirked in on herself, looking nervous and a little scared.

Slightly nervous, Alyssa glanced around, hoping she wasn’t going to be ambushed by anything. She didn’t think there was a need to worry about it, all the monsters seemed pretty nice considering their circumstances and who had driven them out of their old home, but if their pursuers had kidnapped some of them and were putting them up to finding out who was sheltering them, there was a possibility. Without her soul sight, Alyssa could only use her regular eyes. But there didn’t seem to be anyone else around. The camp itself was a fair bit beyond the stables where Izsha was residing and wasn’t exactly visible with it in the way, but she doubted that sixty-odd monsters would be utterly silent, along with whatever guards they had, if something was up.

So Alyssa glanced back to the blue-haired monster. “Was there something else wrong?”

“I… uh… don’t suppose we could get our water from the city?”

“They get their water from the river too, but, I mean, possibly? That would be up to the guards, not me. I really don’t have much authority around here. Though, can I ask why?”

“It’s just… There’s… Some of the younger ones have been going missing.”

Alyssa froze. That was massive news and definitely something that the monster should have led with. “Missing?”

“Every day,” the monster said, refusing to meet Alyssa’s eyes.

“Children have been going missing every day?”

“Three or four of them every day.”

“Three or four children have been going missing every day?” Alyssa felt faint. Why hadn’t someone said something? Were the monsters so afraid of humans that they wouldn’t go to them for help? “For how long?”

“I first noticed them going missing six or seven days ago.”

Three children a day for six days was eighteen children. And that was the low end. From the monster’s tone, she felt like they had been going missing for a lot longer than that. Were there even twenty children among the monsters? Alyssa wouldn’t have thought so, but…

“No one has seen where they’ve gone? Or tried to follow?”

“They sneak off and can keep hidden a lot better than the rest of us can. And we didn’t want to draw more attention to us or them by bringing it up with the guards. There are no walls or proper buildings in the camp, so it’s easy for them to slip out and run off—”

“Wait. Wait, wait, wait. They’ve been leaving on their own?”

“I’ve tried asking where they disappear to during the days, but they claim they’re just in different parts of the camp. I think they’re actually sneaking into the city.”

“So you wanted to go get water as an excuse to look for them…” Alyssa shook her head, pinching her fingers to the bridge of her nose. “They aren’t being kidnapped, are they?”

“Not if I understand the term correctly… they aren’t kids though.”

Alyssa just shook her head again. She should have felt relief. Maybe she did, but it was marred by an undercurrent of irritation in the way the monster had gone about explaining the problem. She had been so worried just a moment ago. Connecting with Tenebrael and risking the Astral Authority just to use some soul-sight to locate a few kids had crossed her mind.

But now…

It was probably still a problem. Judging by how most of the city had reacted to Fela’s presence, Alyssa didn’t think that a few monsters would be in much danger. Especially not if they had been doing whatever they were doing several times over several days. There were still going to be some bad actors in the city that might have ill will toward them so it was important to find out what they were doing and possibly stop them, but…

Alyssa sighed. “They’ve been coming back to the camp every night? And it’s the same few who go missing the next day?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“I’ll stop by this evening. We’ll see if we can’t get to the bottom of this. But for now, I’m a little busy.” Alyssa looked down to the wheelbarrow that was not making any progress toward the stables. “Try not to worry too much. If they’ve done this before and have gotten back, I’m sure they can do it tonight too.”

Picking up the handles of the barrow, Alyssa started toward the stables once again. The monster followed along, timidly tapping the tips of her fingers together. “Is that really alright? What if they’re causing trouble.”

“I’ve kept my ear to the ground recently, listening for how the general population feels about your camp being on their doorstep. I’m sure I would have heard about a bunch of monster children running around causing trouble.”

The monster looked down in confusion for a moment before looking back up with some amount of awe in her eyes. “I didn’t know humans could do that.”

“What?”

“What does the ground’s voice sound like?”

“Uhh… I’m sorry, I’m having a hard time concentrating at the moment. Could you get the door?” Alyssa said, trying to dodge the conversation and move ahead with her task.

“Sure!” the monster said, hopping right up to the stable’s main door. It was barely holding onto its hinges, so it took her a surprising amount of effort to heave it open. One of the draken could have simply nudged into it had Alyssa called out a little louder, but… Well, it gave the monster something to do.

She should probably find out the monster’s name. Or at least figure out what kind of monster she was. Mentally calling her ‘the monster’ all the time felt… a bit bad?

But Alyssa didn’t get a chance. Musca stuck its head out the open door almost immediately. With a slight squeak, the little monster fell straight to the ground in fright.

“Musca…” Alyssa said, warning in her tone. “Let’s not frighten visitors who are helping me out.”

The draken brandished its teeth in her direction, but Alyssa kept up her glare. She had gotten a bit used to Musca over the past long while. And, after talking a bit with Brakkt, had discovered the Musca acted a lot tougher than it actually was. A good enough show of strength would cow it, at least temporarily. It probably helped that Musca was one of the few who had seen Alyssa in action before. It well knew that, even without her eyes glowing, Alyssa could use Spectral Chains to tie it down in a snap of her fingers.

“Sorry about that,” Alyssa said, looking toward the monster, holding out a hand to help her back up. She kept watch on Musca from the corner of her eye as she lifted the surprisingly light little monster back to her feet. “One of the draken got injured recently and Musca has been a bit overprotective while Izsha recovers.”

Musca let out a loud snort, making the poor monster jump.

“O-Oh. Of course. I’m sorry for startling you,” she said, bowing fully at the waist. The large ears on her head were pressed firmly against her skull as if to shrink her overall profile down even more than it already was. A tactic to make her look less threatening? “I’ll just… run back to camp then. Sorry for disturbing you!”

“I’ll be along this evening to talk to those kids of yours,” Alyssa shouted after her, but the monster didn’t pause or look back at all. So Alyssa shot another glare at Musca.

“Was that a gremlin I heard,” Brakkt said, stepping up to the door and peeking out.

“Is that what she was?”

“The slight rasp in their throat gives them away. What did it want?”

“Apparently some of the younger monsters have been sneaking out of their camp and into the city to… play? Possibly? Not sure, but I guess it has been going on for a few days now so not too worried about trouble. I’ll worry about it later. For now…” Alyssa carefully wheeled the barrow over the threshold and into the barn. “Irulon will be along shortly. While we wait for her to arrive, she gave me some directions on how to begin preparing for this ritual. Some of it is pretty complex,” Alyssa said, pulling a notebook from the wheelbarrow, “but she assured me that you would know what some of it means.”

“If it is like the ritual with the dragon, then I have some experience. I’m not exactly a Rank Six arcanist, however. I’m sure she took that into account.”

Getting started wasn’t that big of an ordeal. The first task was to clean both Izsha and the general area where they were going to perform the ritual. Alyssa had been keeping Izsha extremely clean over the past few weeks. Unfortunately, Irulon wanted to do the ritual just outside the stables, open to the air. Using a variety of spells, the other draken, and Brakkt, they set to work clearing away underbrush, weeds, large rocks, and other plants. A bit of earth-churning had the dirt smooth and relatively compact after only an hour or so.

On the now clean earth, some lines needed to go down. Essentially a spell card blown up to the size of a small swimming pool. When she had first been told about it, Alyssa had expected to be out with a stick, dragging it through the dirt to create the lines. But that wouldn’t work. The ritual needed to be drawn with the small vat of specially-prepared paint that Volta had provided. Trying to use a paint brush would create a mess, mixing it too much with the dirt.

Luckily, there was a spell for that. A derivative of Draw Water. Brakkt used it instead of Alyssa, just in case she wound up overpowering it and ruining all the paint. It was quite interesting to watch. Much like an angel’s spell, it formed the circle completely in the air. Apparently, a second spell had helped to create the pattern of this spell. Spells to create spells to create spells.

After forming in the air, it all slowly lowered to the ground, soaking in and staining the ground a deep red color in a matching pattern.

Izsha needed to be prepared as well. Aside from just being cleaned, she had to get a paint job. A few stripes to her otherwise uniform onyx scales. There was not a spell for that, however. Izsha’s body was too irregular of a shape to do something automatically. That probably wasn’t impossible. Much like a modeling program could apply a texture to something, a spell could work in roughly the same way. However, it would have to be calculated by hand and would be unique to Izsha. Maybe some day, magical technology would be on par with modern computer programs. Or maybe there would be computer programs to develop spells like that quickly. But for now…

Alyssa drew a horse-hair brush across Izsha’s body, following the pattern Irulon had drawn up as perfectly as she could. Thankfully, the ink was a shade of ruby red almost identical to the paint that was all over the ground outside the stables. If it had been black, it would have blended in with her scales and made it far too easy to miss smaller details. Levitating Izsha helped out too. Alyssa could rotate the body around, flip it upside down, and turn it however she needed to paint where she needed to paint.

“You’ve missed a spot around the left haunch.”

Carefully, Alyssa pulled the brush off Izsha’s thigh, looked over her shoulder, and glared. “Were you trying to startle me into making a mistake? Because I heard you coming.”

Irulon shrugged as she pulled back from being directly behind Alyssa. “I’ve inspected the circle outside. It meets my needs. As soon as you’re finished with Izsha, I believe we will be ready to begin.”

“I think I’ll be ready in a few minutes more. You’ll be double-checking, I hope?”

“Of course. Can’t have anything going wrong. I’m already planning on applying much of what I have learned here to myself. If some goes wrong, I’ll… be in a lot of trouble, I think.”

“We’ll figure out what to do about your situation. Don’t worry. As soon as Tenebrael gives the all clear regarding the Astral Authority, I’m going to try making a new body. We can try shoving the dragon into it.”

“That is certainly a solution, but I haven’t fully decided that that is the course I will take.”

“Well, keep me updated.”

“Of course.” Clasping her hands behind her back, Irulon turned. “I’ll be outside. Alert me when you finish.”

Looking back to Izsha, Alyssa carefully placed the brush back to the line she had started drawing out before being interrupted. Once in place, she continued with a long, smooth stroke of the brush over Izsha’s scales.

Thirty minutes after, Alyssa finished.

Irulon found nothing missing, not even the trickier parts on Izsha’s haunches that Alyssa had been saving for the end.

After that, it was only another twenty minutes to get Izsha’s body all set up inside the drawn circle.

Irulon took over from there. Alyssa stepped back alongside Brakkt, Kasita, Fela, and the draken to watch. And there was something to watch. Irulon started chanting. Not just a single word or short phrase like all other spells seemed to be, but an actual extended chant. It was in English, but the words almost seemed like they had been picked at random from a dictionary.

“Unknown. Master. Stand. Faster. Lean. Training. Time. Feigning.”

There did seem to be something of a rhythm to the words, but Alyssa couldn’t decipher any real meaning from them. But perhaps the rhythm was all that was needed. Irulon called it the soul’s resonance, so maybe the words were helping with that.

Besides Irulon’s chants, there was a bit of a light show. The paint, both on Izsha and on the ground, glowed with her words. Each syllable caused a small pulse of light that then faded. But it didn’t quite fade completely before she spoke again. The circle got brighter and brighter to the point where it almost felt like the rest of the world, including the burning sky and even the sun, dimmed.

And most of all, Alyssa could feel something. Just like when she had handled Izsha’s soul or when she came into contact with something divine, a warmth filled the air. It was a bit muted, only really noticeable because of how much she had been exposed to such sensations. That was possibly because the burning sky was still infusing the world with a similar feeling.

It actually made Alyssa a little nervous. The Astral Authority seemed to be able to tell the difference between Tenebrael’s magic and that of other angels, but Alyssa couldn’t. It all felt the same. And if she could feel it, the Astral Authority would surely notice.

Just as she started looking around, the golden light from the Astral Authority’s portals bathed the ritual circle, drowning out the red light from the paint.

Alyssa grit her teeth, drawing her pistol and spell cards in a flash. The first Kindness out of the portal wound up riddled with bullets.

She might not be connected to Tenebrael at the moment, but the Astral Authority could be killed through more mundane means. If the Astral Authority thought they were going to interrupt Izsha’s ritual…

They were dead wrong.
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                “Count. Folly. Lime. Dolly. Day. Sharp. Packed. Harp.”

Even with portals opening all over the place, gunshots going off left and right, and the Astral Authority flying through the air, Irulon continued chanting random words. She hadn’t said that being interrupted would ruin anything, but the fact that she was still going instead of stopping to help defend against the Astral Authority said something about how easily she could stop. Alyssa definitely was not willing to take the chance that her stopping would do anything.

A Kindness hit the ground hard, splattering a few of its endlessly boiling eyes. It wasn’t quite dead, but Fela pounced on it and quickly took care of that little problem.

Another Kindness emerged from the same portal. A bullet through its mask and a fireball from Kasita turned its wings to ash and brought it down to the earth, well withing range of the sharp teeth of Dasca.

It was strange. There were only two Patiences among the group of Astral Authority littering the ground and none of the higher level fake-angels either. The vast majority of the beings that had come through the portals had been Kindnesses. Alyssa wasn’t complaining. Far from it. The two Patiences had been quite troublesome to put down. If not for Brakkt and his enchanted sword, Alyssa wasn’t sure that she would have been able to manage taking them out without resorting to Annihilators.

Alyssa could only come up with two real reason why they were teleporting so few actual combatants here. For one, they might just be too tied up with the demons. Alyssa didn’t have a way of spying on the pit or the battle that was surely still raging around Owlcroft, but she had seen the true demon somewhat recently. They were definitely still fighting it out. Even if that wasn’t the main reason why they weren’t sending more than Kindnesses to Illuna, it was probably a contributor.

One of the other big reasons might just be that they didn’t know what to do. Kindnesses were observers and scouts. They had probably first shown up after detecting a big prayer to Tenebrael, expecting to find either Tenebrael or Alyssa connected to her. Finding neither might have confused them. It was just a bunch of mortals standing around a bunch of Tenebrael’s magic, nothing particularly special about either. At least, nothing more special than most regular spell cards.

Alyssa was glad that she didn’t have to flee because of her connection, but she was somewhat nervous about not being able to see Izsha’s soul. She couldn’t watch the effects of the ritual on it or check to make sure that nothing was going wrong. Iosefael hadn’t shown up yet, so Izsha probably wasn’t dying again. Still, even if she didn’t fully understand what it looked like, watching the soul would have given her at least some peace of mind.

Of course, Alyssa mentally groaned as a much larger than average portal sprouted up just beside the stables, I probably wouldn’t have time to watch the soul.

As the car-sized paw of the largest fake-angel emerged, Alyssa shouted a warning. “Equanimity!”

The second it fully emerged, Ensou jumped. The largest of the draken landed directly on its back and immediately snapped its jaws around the thing’s snake-like neck. Dasca and Musca were on it only slightly slower, both clamping their teeth around its scorpion tail to keep it from harming Ensou. Brakkt strode forward. He wasn’t wearing his full armor, probably not having expected a fight during this ritual, but his ever-present sword was at his side.

Alyssa wasn’t quite sure what she could do. An Annihilator would take care of it, but it would also take care of a lot of the land and probably the monster camp as well. Every other time she had seen one, she had either fled, used Tenebrael’s magic, or both.

A bullet didn’t seem like it would do much. Brakkt’s sword didn’t glide through it like it did with nearly everything else. There was a resistance there that Alyssa had only seen on the Taker in his fully infected form.

Spectral Chains lashed around its legs. Alyssa really didn’t know what she thought she was doing. It was big enough that, even with her unbreakable chains, it would just throw her around if it moved.

It didn’t have a soul, so her scythe wouldn’t do anything. Draw Water might do something. Activating the spell and pulling as hard as she could…

Nothing.

Which didn’t surprise Alyssa much. The thing wasn’t mortal. She had seen them cut before. They didn’t bleed or have much inside them aside from light. There was no water to draw out.

A narrow beam of pure fire lanced from Alyssa’s outstretched hand, striking the Equanimity in the side. Although they didn’t have much internals, the scent of cooked flesh filled the air. All Shall Burn. Like Annihilator, it was a spell that she had first seen Lumen use. Lower ranked, but that might be just what she needed at the moment. It was a focused stream of white-hot fire.

The Equanimity reared up in silent pain. The motion just about dragged Alyssa long with it. If she hadn’t already been prepared to cancel the Spectral Chains, she would have ended up flung over the stables. Even still, she was glad Fela was nearby to steady her.

“What do we do?” the hellhound asked. “I don’t think my claws are going to tear apart that thing.”

Although her fire spell had done some damage, it wasn’t anywhere close to what the draken and Brakkt were doing to it. They might be able to take it down eventually, but…

Alyssa glanced to Irulon. The princess’ spell tome, still chained to her side, was not in use. At least, not obviously in use. Stepping away from Fela, Alyssa walked right up to the edge of the ritual circle where Irulon was chanting.

Without even stopping her repeated words, Irulon unchained the tome and held it out for Alyssa to take.

A shard of glass formed at the binding of the tome. Split Reality. The Astral Authority were definitely a part of reality. The glass shot out like a dart, burrowing into the hide already burned away.

The effect was almost instantaneous. It wasn’t a bloody mess, but the Equanimity began peeling apart into shards of glass. Both Dasca and Musca had to jump off quickly before the effect started eating at them. Ensou held onto its neck for a few seconds longer as its body started falling apart. When it finally unclamped its jaws, the Equanimity was already beyond saving. There was hardly anything recognizable left of it. Just a pile of vaguely glowing strips of hide.

“I wish these weren’t literally carpal tunnel to draw,” Alyssa said, keeping the spell tome ready to fire off another one, just in case something else showed up.

But for the moment, the air was clear of the golden portals.

“I don’t know what that means,” Kasita said after letting out a small sigh. “But it looks like it’s over?”

“For now. Keep an eye out.”

“No, I mean the whole ritual. Look at Irulon. And the glowing isn’t so glowy anymore.”

Looking around, Kasita was right. Izsha, still painted, was lying on her side in the middle of the ritual circle. All the lines, both on Izsha and the circle, were dim. Not quite back to how they had been when Alyssa first painted them. There was a soft glow there. But it was a subtle kind of glow.

For the first time since its creation, someone was stepping onto the ritual circle. Irulon strode across, not caring at all that her feet were tracking paint through the carefully prepared dirt. Or that her shoes were getting paint on them.

Alyssa, equally uncaring of the paint, rushed up with her, barely managing to breathe as she looked over Izsha. “Did… Did it work?”

“There was no error in the ritual itself,” Irulon said, leaning down and resting a hand on Izsha’s side. “Not even with all the… unexpected excitement.”

“Izsha?” Alyssa said softly. She stretched out a hand, but stopped, hovering just a few inches above the onyx scales. Irulon was rubbing her hands all over the place, squeezing and prodding. But Irulon knew what she was doing… probably. Alyssa was just… worried.

“Izsha,” Irulon said in a concerned tone. “If you can hear me, could you try opening your eyes and looking around? It might be tough so soon after this ritual, but it would go a long way toward letting us know that everything went well. So please try.”

At first, nothing happened. Alyssa glanced between Izsha’s face and Irulon, watching both for any sign that something was good or bad. Brakkt moved closer. Alyssa could see him from the corner of her eye, moving with obvious guard. The draken moved about like predators around him, watching and waiting for any sign of more trouble. Fela was slightly more relaxed, but still poised to launch herself at any portals that might open up.

Movement from Izsha closed off Alyssa’s awareness of the outside world. It was just a small thing, but the lid of its eye twitched just a bit. Slowly, as if the lid weighed ten tons, Izsha opened its eye all on its own. Unlike when Alyssa was massaging Izsha’s soul back at Owlcroft, its eye actually looked around. The slit contracted, focusing in on its surroundings.

“Izsha?” Alyssa said again, this time with a bit more energy. “Are you… Oh what am I saying? Of course you aren’t alright. But… Are you…”

As slowly as it opened, the eye gently closed.

Alyssa sucked in a slight breath, worried.

Only to get a blast of hot air in her face as Izsha let out a long snort.

The somewhat moist air made her start coughing.

“Promising,” Irulon said, completely ignoring Alyssa’s sudden fit. “At least we have some response from it. I expect that you’ll need a good deal of rest before you’re feeling normal again… So, I have a few questions. Just open your eyes for yes and keep them closed them for no. Now then, what was it like? Were you aware of your surroundings?”

“Wait,” Alyssa said, holding up a hand. “Are these questions necessary for Izsha’s wellbeing? Or for your own curiosity?”

“Who says they can’t be for both?”

“Why don’t we wait at least an hour or few. Get Izsha back in the stables on a—”

“The stables have a big hole in them,” Kasita said from over Alyssa’s shoulder.

That made Alyssa stop for a moment. She hadn’t noticed. Had it been her spells? Or, more likely, the Equanimity had smacked into it while it had been around. Its presence would explain why she hadn’t noticed too. The stupid things were awfully large. But that didn’t mean that her point wasn’t valid. “Then somewhere else comfortable for a bit. How would you like to be bombarded with questions after coming back from the brink of death?”

Approaching a little closer, Brakkt slowly sheathed his sword. “Alyssa’s right. I appreciate what you’ve done, Irulon, but let’s take it easy for now. You’ll have time for your questions later. Especially if Izsha is truly alright.”

Irulon pressed her lips together. Alyssa could almost see the argument on her lips. But, perhaps because it was her brother asking, Irulon let it go. She just sighed as she pushed herself back to her feet. “It is quite important to me, brother. I…” She slowly looked from Izsha to Brakkt, Alyssa to the other draken, Kasita to Fela. “But I suppose I’ve lived this long with my companion. We won’t keel over dead anytime soon. There’s just something that’s been bothering me. Something that I dreamed about that night, but can’t quite make sense of. I’m not sure it’s related to souls at all… or maybe it is related to just me.”

“I care about you just as much as I care about Izsha,” Alyssa said softly. “I’ll anger the entirety of the Astral Authority if need be to help you. But you yourself said that the danger isn’t anything immediate. Let Izsha rest. At least for a little while.”

Giving a hesitant nod, Irulon turned. “I’ll be in my room. Alert me should anything happen to Izsha in the interim.” With that said, she started walking up the path that led back to the city proper.

Alyssa watched her go, feeling… guilty? It was hard to empathize with exactly what she was going through. Although she felt bad, Izsha deserved some respect as well.

“Don’t worry,” Kasita said, starting to walk after her. “I’ll keep an eye on our princess.”

“Try not to bother her. It might be best to let her have some time alone.”

“Ufu~ She’ll never know I’m there.”

Not feeling at all better at Kasita’s reassurance, Alyssa watched the mimic stride off. Kasita would probably not do anything too untoward. Hopefully.

Turning back to Izsha, Alyssa knelt again and gently rested her hand on Izsha’s side. There was a difference there. It was so subtle at first that Alyssa thought it might have been her imagination. But Izsha actually moved. Just a slight shifting and bristling of its scales, but that was more of a reaction than anything Alyssa had seen over the past few weeks.

Brakkt was at her side a moment after. He knelt down right beside Alyssa and put a hand on Izsha’s side. He moved his hand around, not quite prodding like what Irulon had done, but not just resting it there as Alyssa was. Leaning down, he pressed his ear right up against Izsha’s side, closing his eyes in the process. For a long while, he didn’t say a word.

The other draken moved in close, but not quite to the point of crowding out Izsha. Ensou and Dasca kept at a respectful distance. Musca, on the other hand, came right up to Izsha and nudged its snout hard enough to lift Izsha a few inches off the ground.

Brakkt, just about thrown off Izsha because of that, promptly snapped at the draken.

Chuckling, Alyssa shook her head.

“Let’s get you somewhere comfortable. Are—” Alyssa turned, only to realize that Kasita was not behind her anymore. “Are the stables structurally sound?” she said, looking to Brakkt. “It isn’t going to collapse on us if we move in there, is it? We can find a more permanent place later, but I’d like to get Izsha on some straw and with a roof overhead. It looks like it might rain soon.”

His eyes, which had been glaring at the tiger-striped draken, flicked over to Alyssa. There was a hesitation in his response, but he nodded after a moment. “Give me a moment to inspect it.” It took a few more moments before he stood, but Alyssa didn’t try to rush him.

When he did finally start toward the stables, Alyssa looked back to Izsha. She let her hand stroke across its scales a few times before she started talking. “I don’t know if you could hear me while you were… well, whatever you were. But, I want you to know that I’m sorry. Sorry for dragging you into that mess, sorry for not being able to protect you, and sorry for not being able to fix you up sooner. Or… at all, really. I stopped Iosefael from taking your soul, but that was about it. Irulon did the rest.”

Alyssa let out a long sigh. Izsha opened its eye again and stared at her, but nothing else. Not that Alyssa really expected the draken to start talking. They had fixed the soul’s resonance, not made a way to communicate properly. And Izsha had to be exhausted still.

That said, Izsha started to move, almost like it was trying to get to its feet… or at least raise its head.

Gently, Alyssa pushed Izsha back to the ground. “You just rest for now. There will be plenty of time to get up and moving when you actually feel up to moving. Don’t worry. I’ve gotten plenty experience levitating you around. I probably won’t even smack you into the ceiling or any walls!”

Izsha gave a glare! Seeing that just made Alyssa smile. It was a joke, of course. She had taken great pains to avoid smacking Izsha into anything when she had to use her levitation spells. It had happened less than ten times. Probably.

“You won’t have to worry about that,” Brakkt said, approaching from behind. “The stables do not look like anywhere good to stay. I kept my distance and I was still worried it might come down on me.”

“Can we go up to the guild then?”

“There’s a lot less space up there, but… it might be our only real option. I doubt they’ll like it.”

“Tough for them. Alright.” Looking back to Izsha, Alyssa got to her feet. “You ready to move?”

A set of heavy footsteps stopped Alyssa from actually casting the spell. Brakkt drew his sword as he turned, but quickly sheathed it again upon seeing who was approaching.

Fezzik, along with two of Illuna’s guards trailing behind him, was quickly rushing up. He had his large stone club out, but it didn’t look like he was about to use it. Rather, he slowed his charge, staring at the slowly disintegrating pile of Equanimity… flesh? It wasn’t quite flesh, but it was close enough.

“Saw some lights and flashes from the camp. Something happen?”

“You could say that,” Alyssa said, glancing around between Izsha, the draken, Fela, and Brakkt. “But I think it is over with for now. You came to help?”

“We’ve been given at least a temporary home here. Of course we would defend it.”

“Sorry for disturbing you. If we had thought anything like this was going to happen,” Alyssa said, waving at the corpse of one of the Patiences, “we would definitely have let you know. And the city too,” she said with a glance to the guard who seemed the least out of breath. Running after a giant was probably hard work. Fezzik’s legs were almost as long as the humans were tall.

“Does that little one need help?” Fezzik said, pointing his club toward Izsha.

Alyssa was about to answer that Izsha was probably feeling far better than it had in a long time, but stopped part way.

With how Izsha had tried to get onto its feet earlier, they probably wouldn’t be able to keep it down for long, even if it was for the best. A day, two at the most. And the monster camp should be a safe spot. There hadn’t been any incidents down there since their arrival. They had food from the city. The guild wouldn’t complain about their stable space being taken up or the horses being frightened.

“Actually,” Alyssa started before explaining just what they needed.
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                It took less than eight hours before Izsha was up on its feet. Two hours after that, the other draken took Izsha out hunting. Alyssa’s favorite draken was a bit slower than she remembered, but she supposed that was to be expected after effectively being comatose for a few weeks. They would watch out for Izsha. It was just a bit of a shame that Alyssa couldn’t go with them. Although she wanted to, she had promised to look into the missing monster children issue.

Brakkt, surprisingly enough, was with her.

“Didn’t want to go with Izsha?” Alyssa asked as they walked through the monster camp. Fezzik led them through, taking them to the little gremlin person that had found Alyssa earlier in the day.

It was quite surprising how well it was turning out. Though it still was clearly a temporary set-up, the monsters here were making it into their own area. There were makeshift chairs set up that looked like they had been constructed out of spare lumber—they might be able to tear down the stables Izsha had been using for some more, and the city might be happy to let them do so simply because it was an old abandoned building that no one was taking responsibility for.

The tents, all made from some kind of hide stitched together, were set up around a central plaza-like area. Most of the food that the city had offered had been stored in a larger tent. Just outside it, a fire boiled water in a large black cauldron. It seemed as if a soup was up for dinner tonight in the monster camp. Which… had been what they had been eating the last time Alyssa had popped by.

She hoped that they had some variety. But then again, they might not. They were effectively eating the city’s leftovers. Considering their starvation on their journey over, they were probably still happy for anything, but…

A few of the monsters were earning money working as guards. Probably not much. Probably a tiny fraction of what the humans were making. But they might occasionally be able to buy some better food with that. Assuming they weren’t saving for something else.

“Thought about it,” Brakkt said after a long moment. “Decided against it simply because they likely want a bit of bonding time on their own. Ensou will ensure that everything goes smoothly. If something troublesome crops up that they cannot deal with, they’ll get me immediately. They’re not going too far anyway.”

Ensou will ensure? Was that a pun? “Quick question, did you name the draken? Or did they somehow communicate their names to you? Or… how do their names even work? I doubt they can speak their own names, so a translation?” The more she thought about it, the stranger the topic got. It had to be the first one, but…

“I named them, but they had some input. Or rather, I asked them whether they liked the names. Musca was quite picky, but most of the others more or less accepted the first name I offered them.”

“Figures.” Musca was definitely the most temperamental of them all. “How did you end up finding them, anyway? And getting them to trust you? That’s probably the more puzzling question. I’d have thought that monsters would jump on and tear apart any humans that entered their territory. There’s like a dozen of them. Unless you walked in with an army…”

“No army. I’m just hard to kill.”

“They did attack you, then?”

He just shrugged with a fond and almost nostalgic smile on his face. “I don’t know if I would call it that…”

Alyssa opened her mouth to ask just what he would call it before remembering that this was the guy who literally found a snake as a child and decided he wanted bigger versions with lots more teeth. She just shook her head.

It seemed as if they had arrived anyway. Fezzik stopped outside a tent. There wasn’t anything particularly special about it. In fact, it almost looked shorter than all the others. As Fezzik pushed aside the front flap, Alyssa quickly figured out just why it was so short.

It was like a Hobbit hole. Everything inside was a quarter smaller than it should have been. The shoes, the beds, the clothes, and even the packs. It was like a tent designed for young teens. The four gremlins inside matched the size of all the undersized items. One was old and wrinkled, clearly not a teen. For the other three, Alyssa couldn’t even begin to guess their ages. Were they children? Were they adults? Hard to say. One thing was for certain. None looked happy.

“Here you are,” Fezzik said as Alyssa and Brakkt entered. “I’ll be back on the camp edges if you need me.”

With that, he backed away, letting the flap fall shut behind him.

The one that Alyssa had spoken with earlier was sitting on a cot on one side of the tent. She popped up immediately as Alyssa walked in. She rushed right up to Alyssa, barely managing to stop in time to avoid a crash. “They haven’t come back yet!”

“Are they normally back by now?” Night had yet to fall, but it was close. Less than a half hour away, Alyssa guessed.

“They’re always back before the evening meal.”

“The meal that isn’t ready yet?” Alyssa asked, glancing back outside the tent. The path to the central area where the pot of water was being boiled was out of sight, just behind another tent, but they couldn’t have finished it in the short time it had taken to walk around to this tent. “They still have some time, if that is the case. But let me ask, could they have gotten wind of this little intervention? Might they be deliberately avoiding us?”

“I told you that you were being too harsh,” one of the other gremlins snapped. “You’re just driving them away even more. The young ones have to make their own mistakes. It’s how I learned. It’s how my father learned. It’s how all our ancestors learned.”

“But they didn’t learn in a human city,” the lead gremlin shot back over her shoulder. She hissed the word human like she was trying to keep her voice down enough to keep the actual humans in the tent from hearing her. “Who knows what they are getting into? And what if they do something that gets the humans angry at us? We’re sitting on their land, relying on them for food and protection. If that’s all gone, they might get everyone killed!”

“I don’t think there is anything they could do short of murdering lots of humans that would get such a drastic response…” Alyssa glanced over to Brakkt, who gave a moderately reassuring nod of his head.

“Attempting to infiltrate the regent’s manor and guard buildings in search of information might also be seen as an attack. And would likely be responded to accordingly.”

“They’re kids,” Alyssa said. “I doubt they’re infiltrating and spying on anything. They’re probably exploring a new environment. Maybe even having fun. The problem is that there might be humans who wouldn’t really take kindly to them being around. But if this has been going on for a while now, they’ve probably figured out how to get around, who to avoid, and other such things.”

“It only takes once for things to go wrong.”

“Trying to be reassuring right now,” Alyssa whispered to Brakkt. “If they aren’t here soon, we can ask Kasita and Fela if they would wander around the city a bit. I’m sure Kasita can spot even disguised monsters. Fela can smell them. For now…” Alyssa looked over the gremlins in the tent before focusing on the one that had come up to her earlier. “How are things here? Aside from that water issue you mentioned, do you all have everything you need?”

Two of the younger-looking ones glanced at each other, but it was the oldest gremlin that spoke. “My pipe has been empty for weeks now,” he said, pulling a long wooden smoking pipe out from the folds of his fairly baggy clothes. All three of the other gremlins bobbed their heads in vehement agreement. But they didn’t have anything to add. Or if they did, they didn’t say anything.

“So… just luxuries then?”

“Luxury?” one of them squeaked, indignant. “You asked for needs so we gave you our need!”

“Yeah, but smoking—”

“Isn’t luxury! Luxury would be warm blankets! Edible food would be luxury!”

“So more food and blankets? I’ll make a note.”

“Humans have such small ears,” the old one said again in a low and slightly shaky tone of voice. “Shouldn’t have expected them to list—”

The blaring of a trumpet interrupted the old gremlin. All four of the little things jumped a good foot in the air. Even Alyssa hopped a tiny bit. Brakkt didn’t, but he did turn toward the tent flap with a scowl as the trumpet started playing a short tune. It wasn’t quite Reveille, but it was a triumphant rapid ditty of notes.

“I take it that wasn’t the dinner bell,” Alyssa said as it finished.

One of the gremlins shook his head, but it was Brakkt that responded.

“No. If I recognize that tune, it is a herald from… Yora?”

Alyssa pressed her lips together. The name sounded familiar. She was certain that she had heard it somewhat recently. Not since arriving in Illuna, but something back at Lyria?

Brakkt pushed out of the tent. Alyssa started to follow, but paused to glance over her shoulder. “Sorry,” she said. “I’ll be back soon to talk more about your problem.” Hopefully.

The camp wasn’t that large. It took only a few dozen steps to figure out just what was going on.

A small parade of of humans were on a distant hill, blaring their trumpet. They weren’t so far that Alyssa couldn’t see them, but they were far enough that she had to wonder at how their trumpet was so loud. Magical enchantments? Possibly. They were too small from her perspective to see any faces, but she didn’t need to see any. Several of them carried large banners, almost twice the height of the horses they rode upon.

Yora now made much more sense to Alyssa. The red banner with eight swords was quite familiar to Alyssa. She didn’t even have to think hard to where she saw it last. It was the emblem of House Yora, the same house that Decorous belonged to. She had seen a very similar banner in his office the night he invited her up for a little dinner and interrogation.

At a pause in the rapid notes, a return call came from the walls of Illuna. A similar bugle sound, but just a bit slower than the one played by the group from Yora. As soon as it finished, the horsemen started toward the city.

Pulling out her binoculars, Alyssa did note that the banner carried by the men here wasn’t made with quite the same quality as the one from Decorous’ office. The embroidered swords lacked a great deal of the detailing. Finer threads and flairs that Decorous’ had were simplified here. They billowed in the gentle wind of the day as their horses carried them forward at a deliberately slow pace.

“What are they doing here?” Alyssa asked as she handed the binoculars over to Brakkt.

“Likely here to meet with Martin. Or deliver a message to him. Yora is actually a bit south of here. A direct road would have taken them straight to the southern gate. But the angle they are coming in, coming right near this encampment…”

“A deliberate show of force?” Alyssa dropped the volume of her voice down a few notches. There weren’t any monsters too near them, but lots of monsters probably had decent hearing. A surprising number of them had larger than average ears, often times similar to that of cats or wolves. “Were they the ones hunting down the monsters here?”

“Hard to say. From talking with these monsters, their original home was south of here, but well within Illuna’s territory. House Yora shouldn’t have interfered, but they might have decided to do so anyway. Or those who were hunting the monsters were unaware of where the boundaries of the territory actually were. It could be any number of other factors, a coincidence, or even a third party completely unrelated to House Yora.”

“Could be, but…”

The dozen or so horses paraded toward the city. They didn’t approach the encampment of monsters, merely marching in a direct line toward the city gate. She couldn’t spot a hint of wariness in their march past. Even their horses didn’t seem to mind the gaggle of monsters who had heard the trumpet and come to watch their proceedings. The same could not be said for the monsters or the humans here.

For the monsters, their nervous glances to each other and general unease was roughly what Alyssa would expect from such a scene. They were just barely getting settled in, even if they weren’t going to stick around here permanently, and any change had a high potential to be a change for the worse. The actions from the humans were certainly not helping matters.

Illuna had stationed a few guards—volunteers, they hadn’t forced anyone who was against it to associate with the monsters—mostly as a measure to declare to other humans that this camp was not some siege against the city. An approaching merchant would hopefully see some humans with the Illuna emblem and not panic. At first, they had clearly been nervous about their assignment. If the monsters suddenly turned hostile, there probably wasn’t much that they could do. But, as time went on and they got a little more used to the monsters, it probably turned into something of a cushy job for them. All they had to do was sit around and be visible.

But now, with the approaching party from Yora, they were trying to stand tall, standing more like proper guards than baby sitters. One was adjusting his emblemed tabard, straightening it and trying to brush off a bit of dirt. Another was looking up at a planted banner of Illuna as if to check that it was straight and clean as well.

“Is this likely to be trouble?” Alyssa asked Brakkt, not taking her eyes off the representatives from House Yora. “Can we ignore them and go about our day?”

Even aside from the gremlins and their missing kids, with Izsha up and about, Irulon would probably want to get her interrogation in as soon as possible. Alyssa would be sitting in on that. Both to find out more about what was going on with Irulon and the dragon’s soul situation and to ensure that Irulon didn't go too far in questioning a recently awoken Izsha. Not that Alyssa really expected her to do so, but Irulon was somewhat panicked at the moment.

“I shouldn’t avoid this. The woes of being prince,” he said with a sad shake of his head. “Even if I am not to succeed my father, I’m still expected to act as a representative of royalty.”

“Irulon will be joining you then?”

Brakkt looked over, raising an eyebrow high above his violet eye. “What do you think?”

“I think it’s strange that you got saddled with your moniker instead of Irulon.”

“Irulon generally keeps to the shadows and out of public view. Hard to get a nickname when a large majority of people are only barely aware you exist.”

“Good point, I guess.”

“In any case, I shall leave the gremlins and their problem to you. I trust you to take care of it. I had best make my way back to the city.”

“Let me know if things seem like they aren’t going to go well.”

“Of course,” Brakkt said, already walking away. “Same goes for you,” he said over his shoulder. “And I’ll keep a look out for any monsters in the city as well.”

Despite him leaving, Alyssa didn’t head back to the gremlin tent. She stayed and watched the Yora procession, switching back to her binoculars as they got closer to the wall. Only when they dismounted, handed off their horses to the Illuna guards, and walked out of view did Alyssa finally turn away. She had a bad feeling but there wasn’t much she could actually do. Not right now anyway.

Brakkt would figure out exactly what was going on. For the time being… Alyssa turned and spotted a much smaller gremlin than any of the ones she had seen. “Hey!”

His eyes widened momentarily.

For a long second, he and Alyssa just stared at each other.

Grabbing the hood of his cloak, he pulled it down over his head as he spun around and started power-walking away. But his small legs couldn’t carry him too far too fast.

Alyssa had a hand clamped around his shoulder in seconds.

“Let me go!” he piped out.

“Absolutely not.” He was squirming, but she now had both hands locked onto his shoulders. “Do you know how worried you’ve made… uh, the others?” They were all gremlins, but they might not be his parents. Best to use a more neutral term.

A deep voice interrupted Alyssa before she could ask where he had been. “Something wrong?”

The sudden voice just about made her jump, but it was a voice she recognized. “Fezzik,” she said, looking over her shoulder. “This is one of the ones the other gremlins were worried about… I think. I haven’t actually found out for sure yet, but…” Slowly, Alyssa trailed off as she realized that quite a few of the monsters were looking in her direction.

Slowly, she released the little gremlin, hoping she wasn’t looking like some kind of predator or abductor.

Thankfully, Fezzik intervened. He reached down, large hand practically wrapping completely around the now released gremlin. As if the kid was nothing more than a pillow, Fezzik hefted him up and hoisted him over his shoulder. “So you’re one of the ones who has been sneaking off into the human city.”

“It wasn’t me!”

“Then where have you been all day, Iona? I’ve been standing guard. Haven’t seen you even once. And your mother has been scared ragged.”

“I was here the whole time!”

“Then you won’t mind having a little talk about just what you’ve been doing.” Fezzik said, starting off back toward the gremlin tent. “And I’m sure some of the others have seen you around too?”

Alyssa followed after them. Fezzik was large and loud, so it was fairly easy to go unnoticed while he was around. She quietly followed him to what turned out to be a rather interesting discussion about where he had been. If a rather painful one in actually extracting said information.

But, learning that he had been off baking pies with the humans did put a smile on Alyssa’s face. At first, she had been a bit worried that he had somehow gotten conned into slavery, but it seemed as if he actually enjoyed cooking.

It was perfectly possible for humans and monsters to get along after all.
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                “They’re what? I’m not sure I heard you correctly.”

“Claiming ownership of the monsters.”

“Ah. I did hear you properly.” Alyssa rubbed at her hair. It was getting a bit long again. She had only cut it once since arriving in Nod—Kasita had done it upon her request. A ponytail might do it good for a while, but she would eventually need to get it at least tidied up and trimmed. She might be living in a vaguely medieval world, but that didn’t mean that she had to ascribe to their standards of cleanliness or personal hygiene.

And she especially didn’t need to resign herself to their standards of morality. She had fallen into a bit of a mental trap when she had first arrived, thinking that one person might not have the power to change anything major and that she should just help out where she could. But now…

“Where is Yora?” Alyssa asked Brakkt, looking over their table in the Illuna guild hall. He had just returned from a lengthy meeting with Martin, Volta, the other Illuna advisers, and the visitors from Yora. The meeting had gone on almost as long as it had taken to get through her own meeting with the gremlins, plus get Izsha back and settled for the evening in the monster camp, plus get back to the guild hall for a full meal, and let Irulon know that Izsha would be up for questions in the morning. She had been in the middle of sketching out Split Reality spell cards for herself, using the design captured on her phone, when Brakkt finally walked in. She had finished four cards in two hours, and she was pretty sure that only two of them would actually be usable.

Despite having been sitting inside a meeting room for that entire amount of time, he actually looked a whole lot more worn out than she felt. Brakkt normally kept his back straight and his shoulders squared no matter the situation. But at the moment, he was somewhat hunched over the plate of dried jerky that he had pilfered from the guild’s storeroom—the cook had gone to sleep and Brakkt hadn’t been feeling up to cooking for himself. The slight hunch didn’t make him look defeated or anything so drastic, but it was notable because of how different it was from his normal posture.

Kasita, at Alyssa’s side, stared back and forth with a faint smile on her face. Considering the bad news about the visitors, she looked to be in a surprisingly good mood. At least now. Her initial scowl upon first hearing the news was gone.

“There is a mountainous area a dozen weeks southeast of Illuna where Yora has made their home. They spend a lot of manpower quarrying the rock there, selling and providing it to the rest of the human lands, and also fighting with the elves who don’t particularly like their mountains being chipped away at.”

“Weeks… ugh.”

“You want to visit them?”

“Maybe,” Alyssa said, leaning back against the wall. “Maybe I just want to throw a few Annihilators around and tell them to cut it out.”

“Cut… what out?”

“Ufu~ I think she just means that she wants to get them to stop trying to claim ownership over monsters.”

“Ah. Well… officially speaking, I can’t condone threatening one of the twelve great houses into intimidation.”

“And unofficially?” Alyssa asked, raising an eyebrow.

“House Yora is an older house with a lot of allies to call upon. It is likely that even Lyria—my father especially—will have to respond to someone threatening one of the great houses. We’ve already garnered a lot of dislike recently, letting someone go around threatening those we are supposed to be bringing together, uniting for protection, would make us look extremely weak. And if it is found out how close your ties to myself, Irulon, and even my father are, I can foresee a disturbing amount of discontent raising among the other houses and people of the land.”

Alyssa slumped. “So that is a no unofficially as well.” If it were anyone else, Alyssa might consider it anyway. She doubted that any army would want to march against her once they saw a single spell obliterate a mountain… except maybe the elves. So she wasn’t too afraid of their retaliation. But putting Brakkt, Irulon, and the Pharaoh into such a sticky situation would just be an asshole move against people who had helped her so much. If they were jerks or obviously evil, it would be a different story.

Also… Alyssa thought, wincing in memory of her first encounter with the Pharaoh. Time magic is probably the one truly frightening type of magic around. Without Adrael’s staff, she could easily wind up dead before she knew what hit her if the Pharaoh used something like Chronosphere or Accelero.

“I’m sure we can find another way to keep them out of Yora’s hands,” Kasita said. “They’re a long way away and the monsters are right here. I doubt they actually want them anyway. As Fezzik and Rokien said, most of them wouldn’t even make good slaves. This is probably some human political problem that the monsters are just being used for because their presence is convenient for whatever the humans really want.”

“I concur. Kasita is most likely correct,” Brakkt said, looking toward the mimic. “I’m surprised you have such insight into political matters.”

Kasita puffed up—not literally, which would have been something she was perfectly capable of doing—and nodded at his praise. “I’ve sneaked into a few meetings ever since meeting you people. Might have heard Irulon talking on more than one occasion. Might have just spent a lot of time around humans.”

“Whatever the case, it might be more prudent to find out what their actual designs are before you start doing something so drastic as blowing up the quarries around Yora.”

“And,” Kasita said with a much wider grin. “We have the perfect person here to infiltrate them.”

“Is that what you’ve been so happy about? A chance to show off your abilities?”

“Ufu~ Who is saying that I haven’t already shown off my abilities?”

“Today? Or other times? Because you definitely haven’t already gone to spy on them…” Alyssa trailed off, frowning as the dumb mimic just smiled a little wider. “Have you?” It was true that Kasita hadn’t been with her here at the guild hall the entire time that Alyssa had been here. But… “No. They just arrived and their meeting just ended. There wouldn’t have been any time to go spying.”

“Not on the people inside the meeting. But they weren’t all in that meeting.”

Brakkt sat up a bit straighter, leaning forward with obvious interest. “You actually learned something?”

“One of them kept a journal in his luggage. I might have had a peek through it. The recent entries are all pretty much just grumbling about how much he hates having to go on this journey at all. But…” She slumped slightly. “It seemed as if he didn’t quite know why they were interested in the monsters. And there is some genuine interest there.”

“You were the one to suggest that they weren’t interested in the monsters,” Alyssa said, tone flat.

“Yeah… That’s because the journal also mentioned that some son of Yora is interested in that girl we escorted here.”

“Raugis?”

“Yep.”

“Not Decorous, is it? He’s like twice her age.”

“The book didn’t say,” Kasita said with a shrug. “It didn’t even refer to him by name, just as ‘my lord.’”

“Ugh. I hope it isn’t Decorous’ father or anything…” She started saying it as half a joke, but the more she thought about it, the more it seemed like it could actually be a thing. “These are the middle ages,” Alyssa said with a groan. “It might even be Decorous’ grandfather or something. Ugh.” She shot a quick glance to Brakkt, remembering that his family was somewhat screwed up as well. Octavia was the eighth child born—though there might have been stillbirths, childcare and pregnancies were absolutely not going to be safe as her mother had mentioned the other week ago—and there were more after her. And each of the children that Alyssa knew had different mothers. It was possible that none of the royal siblings shared a mother.

Shaking her head, Alyssa tried to force her mind off the topic. Different era, different society, different culture, different values. She might be able to threaten a few people into not enslaving a town of monsters if she absolutely had to, but changing societal values like that might just be a job for someone else. At least women like Oxart and Irulon held positions of authority, unlike her own world’s past.

“Sonorous is dead, I believe,” Brakkt said, thankfully interrupting that train of thought. “Passed away a few years back.”

“Decorous’ grandfather?”

Brakkt dipped his head in an affirmative nod.

“Well that’s a relief,” Alyssa mumbled. “So we’ve got some Menelaus over in Yora using the monsters as an excuse?”

“Menelaus?” Kasita said, arching an eyebrow. “I didn’t know you knew anyone in this world.”

“Sorry. I think Rokien has Greek mythology on my mind. In my world, Menelaus was some ancient king who started a war ten years long over a single woman.”

“I hope that is not the case here,” Brakkt said, tone utterly serious. “There hasn’t been a war between the great houses since my father was a young boy. It nearly destroyed Lyria when the Juno Federation attacked at a moment of weakness. A hastily prepared truce was all that saved us.”

“I… don’t think it would actually happen. As I said, that was mythology. There might have been a war, who knows, but over a single woman?” Alyssa shook her head. “I mean, such a thing might have been a factor, but there had to be other socio-political elements. Maybe land or territory disputes, previous conflicts, ongoing animosity…” Getting a bad feeling she looked back to Brakkt. “Yora wasn’t fighting against Illuna in that war you mentioned, were they?”

Brakkt shifted slightly as if uncomfortable before offering a much shallower nod. “Illuna, or rather, Martin’s father, saved my grandfather from the assassination attempt that started the conflicts. Yora actually tried to stay neutral, but wound up occupied by a now extinct house. Many of their people were forcibly conscripted and sent to die. Technically, the people of Yora were not ideologically against the people of Illuna, but with an arcanist at their back saying to fight or die, there wasn’t much they could do.”

“Sounds… complicated.”

“Mhm.”

“What about more recently?” Kasita asked. “We know Illuna has fairly close ties with you guys,” she said, waving a hand toward Brakkt. “They don’t mind monsters that much and the whole reason we escorted Raugis was because her father was worried that she might be used politically against him after he voiced public support for Fela’s presence in Lyria. This might be related to that. In addition, we also know that Decorous, at the very least, was conspiring against your family.”

Jerking half to his feet, Brakkt looked down at Kasita. “He what?”

Alyssa blinked, not at all sure why Brakkt was so surprised. It took her a moment to realize what must have happened. “I overheard someone in the palace, who I am mostly sure was Decorous, talking about what sounded an awful lot like a coup against the Pharaoh. I don’t recall the exact words—this was more than two months ago, the same night my mother arrived here—but I’m sure you could ask Irulon for details. I told her that very same night and she told me not to worry about it.”

Letting out a long sigh, Brakkt threw his gaze up toward the ceiling. “That girl,” he mumbled. “She probably looked into it on her own, but she should have told someone.”

“Sorry. I figured that she would have done so. Otherwise, I would have mentioned something to you. And probably your father as well.”

“No, no. You told someone who you thought would handle it properly.” He shook his head again. After one last glance aside, he turned back to Alyssa. “Regardless. Taking that information into consideration, whatever they are truly attempting to do here might be simply to weaken Illuna’s position and influence, thus taking away a valuable ally of my father.”

“I still think it is about Raugis,” Kasita said, crossing her arms. “I suppose I’ll just have to go back and take a look around.”

Alyssa shot a look at the mimic. “Kasita…”

“Going to protest?”

“No. Just be careful. You have your spells. You have allies. If you get in trouble, get a message out. I’ll be there in an instant if you need.”

“Of course you will. I wouldn’t have it any other way. But I won’t be caught. Not unless these humans decide to start using Unseen Sight for no good reason.”

“If the guy with the diary somehow notices that you went through it, they might do just that. Be careful. There might be other ways to figure out what they really want. You don’t need to put yourself at too much risk for a little knowledge.”

“Ufu~ You worry far too much.” With that giggle, she turned to Brakkt. “By the way, did those guys in the meeting offer any kind of ultimatum or time frame for when they wanted their demands met?”

“They weren’t demands, exactly. More of a negotiation. From the way they were talking, it was as if the situation was more like Illuna captured a few brigands that have been harassing both houses and Yora wants custody of them for prosecution. They even offered a reward for the capture in terms of building material and manpower, something I imagine is quite lucrative to Illuna. Their population has expanded to the edge of their walls and beyond. Being able to build more walls, especially with the demon threat, must be appealing.”

“But the demons should be done with,” Alyssa said. The true demon had told Alyssa that they wouldn’t be able to hold on forever. Even if Tenebrael stopped the demonic massacre by booting the Astral Authority off the world, the demonic force would be weakened and diminished… probably. Alyssa wasn’t entirely sure how demonic souls or the demon’s mentions of immortality worked. But if the Astral Authority was to win, they had to have a way to eliminate demons on a more permanent level. Otherwise the war would continue forever. “At least the external threat should be gone,” she ended up saying. “We can’t do much about preventing new demons from cropping up in the city… Though none have done so since our arrival as far as I have heard. It’s probably too early to call the demons a non-problem, but their threat rating can’t be as high as it used to be.”

“Which Yora will likely be unaware of. It will decrease the value of their incentive.”

“What was Martin’s reaction to all this?” Alyssa asked. “And how likely is he to agree to hand over the monsters? I’m obviously against it, but I doubt I really have that much say in matters if I can’t go threaten them with an Annihilator.”

“He didn’t give a direct response. Said he would consider their offer in private with his own advisers as well as after contacting his son in Lyria—he is only regent, after all. I was acting as a neutral observer and am not being included in any private deliberations. Perhaps if he were to request my presence, I might be able to offer some words, but I doubt he would do so. He’ll stick with those closest to him.”

That meant Volta. So things would probably not turn out terribly for the monsters. Not unless Yora came back, changing their incentive into actual demands. Which was not out of the question given what they knew. And if their demands to too great, if Yora was actually willing to go to war for whatever reason, Martin would probably give in just to protect his own people.

Unless, of course, in the case where Martin also wanted to go to war. But Alyssa hadn’t gotten that impression from him during their few encounters.

If Yora really was willing to spark a war over nonsense but got what they wanted, they would probably be back for more or for another war later on…

Alyssa sighed. She hadn’t wanted to get involved in politics back when she first met Irulon. That hadn’t changed. “Have you let the Pharaoh know what has been happening here?”

“He knows about the monsters. He did not mention approving or disapproving. I imagine he will wait to see how the monsters act after being exposed to humans for some time. But, I suppose I should go and draft up a Message to inform him about Yora’s actions here. Tensions between two houses will have ramifications back in Lyria as well.”

Brakkt snatched up the few remaining scraps of dried jerky as he stood. “I’ll be upstairs if you need me.” He started toward the stairs, but paused and looked over his shoulder. “Is Irulon…”

“Asleep,” Kasita said. “She sketched out a bunch of designs in her notebook. She was into it enough that I thought tonight would be another long night, but she fell asleep well before any of those humans arrived.”

“That’s good. If she is calm enough to sleep, then we can rest a little easier as well. Tomorrow morning, we’ll have to take her and Izsha out for a private conversation though. As much as there can be a conversation between the two of them, anyway.”

“Perhaps the dragon can help translate Izsha’s mannerisms and intentions. They are related, aren’t they? Draken and dragons?”

“Not that closely related, I imagine, but perhaps nonetheless. Good night, Alyssa, Kasita. You should get some rest soon as well. The next few days might be a bit hectic.”
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                “I see,” Irulon said, scratching down a few notes in her notebook. Izsha, resting in a pile of straw within the monster camp, simply stared patiently.

It was the third such interview session between the two since Izsha’s awakening. Alyssa had sat in for all three thus far, and all three had been roughly the same. Irulon had a list of questions which she posed to Izsha. Most were simple yes or no questions that Izsha could answer with a nod or shake of its head. Some were a bit more complex. How Irulon managed to distill Izsha’s intentions from the draken’s movements or occasional noises was beyond Alyssa. Even looking over Irulon’s shoulder, Alyssa couldn’t actually tell what Izsha had said to any of the non-binary questions. Irulon’s notes were all in her cypher.

But Irulon seemed satisfied, nodding to herself as she circled something she wrote down earlier and drew a line to a bit of text that she had just written.

More importantly, Izsha didn’t seem opposed to these interview sessions. Which had been one of Alyssa’s main concerns. Dying seemed like it would be a traumatic experience. Combine that with having its soul torn out of its body, placed into Alyssa, then torn out of there and put back in its normal body, and it seemed like a recipe for the ultimate version of post traumatic stress disorder. Draken body language was difficult to completely translate to something that Alyssa could understand, but she had been around Izsha enough to guess at how the draken was feeling.

At ease. Content. Even pleased with the situation. Izsha’s tail gently swished from side to side, even while sitting. Not in the predatory way that a cat might before pouncing, but in a calm, almost happy way. Perhaps Izsha was just excited that it could finally participate in conversations again instead of simply being talked to.

And Izsha had been talked to. Every word that Alyssa, Brakkt, or any of the others had said while Izsha had been comatose got through. Which was probably a big reason why Izsha wasn’t a shell of its former self. Being able to experience at least some outside stimuli, not being trapped in its own mind completely, probably helped a great deal.

Another factor was probably just how good Izsha’s body felt. Irulon had performed a full inspection before the first interview yesterday morning. Apparently, Izsha was in almost perfect health. Better than Irulon had ever seen before. That probably came from Iosefael. The angel had healed up Izsha’s body completely. It had been lying roughly still for three weeks, but that hadn’t caused so much atrophy that it had regressed beyond what Iosefael had done.

“And,” Irulon said, looking up from her notebook, “just to clarify, while you were housed within Alyssa’s body, you had no sense of anything. No feelings, no sense of sight or hearing, but also no pain or discomfort?”

Izsha started to nod its head, but paused and let out a few chirping noises from the back of its throat.

Irulon’s eyes flicked black and white as she nodded her head and started writing. “Nothing at all then? Some kind of stasis effect?” They were questions, but the way she spoke with them under her breath clearly meant that she wasn’t expecting a response. She was just thinking aloud. “Interesting. And Alyssa, you didn’t feel anything either? No changes from your usual state of being?”

Alyssa blinked. That… was the first question directed at her since these interviews began. The surprise kept her from responding despite it being a relatively easy question to answer. “There was something. A warmth. A feeling that I normally associate with coming into contact with angels or even Adrael’s staff. So you’ve probably felt it too, but it was a bit more intense than I am used to.”

“Interesting,” Irulon said, making a note. “But nothing more mundane such as double vision, hearing voices or other sounds that weren’t actually there, seeing what you might have thought were hallucinations or illusions?”

“I don’t think so,” Alyssa said after considering for a moment. “I wasn’t exactly looking out for such things, though. And I don’t suppose I would know if I had seen something unless it was obviously unrealistic.”

“I see.” After writing down a few more notes, Irulon nodded to herself and snapped her notebook shut. “I believe I’ve got all I need for the moment. I shall let the both of you know if I have additional questions.”

“Figured out what that other thing that Tenebrael gave you dreams about is yet?”

“No. Not quite. At this point, I can only assume that it was my own mind constructing something I had hoped to see that merely blended into the revelation.”

Alyssa stood soon after Irulon, brushing her pants off as she moved. The monster camp didn’t have much in the way of chairs. They had some cots, thanks to the few of them who had been working for the city prior to Yora’s arrival asking for them. But they hadn’t been able to get enough for everyone. It wasn’t a problem of the humans being stingy. Rather, the real problem was supply. None of the humans had expected needing a hundred cots on hand for emergencies like this. There weren’t any department stores around that had warehouses full of beds, cots, and blankets.

Apparently the few that had been brought to the camp were being rotated around and usually given to the elderly among them.

And Alyssa was not elderly. That wasn’t to say that one of the gremlins hadn’t offered, but Alyssa had declined. The hassle of moving it out to Izsha’s straw pile or bringing the large draken into the small tent had seemed like more work than necessary. She simply sat on a small wooden stump instead. A bit dirty, but at least it didn’t have sap oozing out from its knots.

Irulon looked over with an eyebrow raised. “You don’t need to accompany me everywhere. I’m just heading back to my quarters to organize my thoughts,” she said, waving the notebook she had been writing in. “And, while we’re on the topic, you can call off your pet mimic. I don’t need to be observed at all times.”

“Kasita has a name,” Alyssa said, tone a little harsh. “And she hasn’t been watching you. Rather, she’s currently on a mission. She hasn’t been around for a good two days now.”

“Mission.” Before Alyssa had a chance to explain, Irulon nodded her head. “Ah. Yora. I could have sworn that I spotted Kasita in my room last night.”

“She sent me a Message last night letting me know that she was alright and that everything was going according to plan. If she slipped away, I’d have imagined that she would have just given me an update in person…” Alyssa bit her lip, staring at Irulon. “How certain are you that you saw someone there?”

Irulon didn’t say anything for a moment. Her eyes flicked back and forth between their normal violet and the black and white of the dragon. “Why don’t we head back,” she said, already moving. “I need to check some things.”

Alyssa shot a glance to Izsha before chasing after the princess, leaving the draken. “Someone was in your room and you just ignored them? You’re Irulon! You don’t do things like that.”

“I’ve had a lot on my mind,” Irulon said without looking back.

“It could have been an assassin!”

“I think I would have noticed that level of hostile intent. We have yet to determine if anyone was there at all. I don’t suppose you saw anything amiss over the last few days?”

They were rushing through the monster camp now, probably startling half the monsters. Irulon wouldn’t do anything so undignified as break into a sprint, but her power-walking drew eyes. There had been a tension over the past few days, ever since Yora’s arrival. Alyssa and Brakkt had kept Fezzik and Rokien informed of the situation, but they had decided to keep the exact details a secret from the wider group of monsters in the hopes of preventing any incidents that might sway Illuna toward throwing the monsters to the wolves. Even still, rumors had spread. Anything strange would always breed rumors, but some were frighteningly accurate. Enough so that Alyssa had to wonder if the group hadn’t been keeping a few members secret. Ones with abilities along the lines of Volta and Kasita.

Then again, some rumors were wildly inaccurate. One of the prevailing theories that Alyssa had overheard was that the city of Illuna was in trouble with other humans because they were helping out monsters. Another posited that Illuna was only being nice to the monsters to keep them docile while they arranged to sell them off to the highest bidders. If not for Fezzik trying to dampen the more outlandish rumors—such as them being kept for live sacrifices to Tenebrael—there might actually be some conflict.

Regardless of what theory any given monster ascribed to, seeing a pair of humans rush through their camp was cause for concern. And Alyssa didn’t have time to sit about and calm any of them down.

Had she noticed anything strange? Nothing particular jumped out at her. The guild building had a number of people coming and going at just about every hour of the day. There were the actual guild members eating, accepting quests, resting, or just hanging about waiting for something interesting to happen. Then there were the customers, the people offering quests and asking tasks of the adventurers. A few administration personnel who didn’t qualify as customers or adventurers also were in and out of the place. Pinpointing one person who might have been suspicious was beyond impossible.

So Alyssa shot back with her own question. “Have there been other nights when you thought Kasita was around but she actually wasn’t?”

“That’s certainly a question.”

“One you can’t answer?”

“Hm.”

“Who has been sneaking into your room?” Alyssa practically shouted at the unobservant princess.

“Retrograde Cognition will uncover the answer to that.”

Alyssa was about to complain about how Retrograde Cognition wouldn’t even be necessary if Irulon had just looked a little harder at whoever had been in her room. Izsha running up alongside her stalled her complaints. And her running.

As Alyssa slowed to a stop, Izsha bent down just enough for Alyssa to climb on if she wanted. There was no saddle. Not at all. It wasn’t just that Izsha had been unable to equip a saddle on its own, but that Izsha’s saddle was lost somewhere near Owlcroft. Possibly destroyed, even. Brakkt had to specially commission the draken saddles, so getting a replacement wasn’t an easy thing at the moment.

Alyssa only hesitated a moment before hopping onto Izsha’s back. The draken scales were somewhat prickly, but Alyssa trusted Izsha not to skewer her backside. More importantly, Izsha had been laid up for a full month, probably hearing about various things that Alyssa and Brakkt had talked about. Things like Alyssa riding on Musca for a while.

Kasita had talked about similar things. Being unable to act while others needed help irritated and made her feel worthless. Alyssa hadn’t really been in such a situation before, but she could empathize with the feeling. If Izsha felt the same way… How could she not accept Izsha’s offer for help?

Together, they charged forward for only a split second. Irulon had not stopped when Izsha pulled up, but her little human legs couldn’t carry her fast enough to outrun a draken. As Izsha paused alongside the princess, Alyssa held out a hand.

Irulon pressed her lips together for just a moment before accepting the offered hand. She hoisted herself up and settled in right behind Alyssa.

“Do take care, Izsha. You are not equipped with a saddle.”

“Riding back to Lyria is going to be a literal pain in the ass,” Alyssa said, trying to keep good humor in her voice.

She would have to find a thick slab of leather to pad the ride before leaving. Something to add to her shopping list. But for now, she just grit her teeth and bore with it.

With Izsha’s speed, they made it all the way up to the city walls in an eighth of the time it would have taken to run. And with far less sweat and exhaustion. The gate guards, being used to the draken coming and going for the past few weeks, didn’t protest their entry into the city proper. From there, it was only a few quick minutes to get to the guild hall.

Irulon sprung from Izsha’s back. Without stopping at the door, she marched inside like she owned the place.

“Thanks Izsha,” Alyssa said, hopping from the draken’s back to follow after the princess. Heading into the guild building, Alyssa started straight toward the stairs, expecting Irulon to have gone directly to her room. That was where the incident had taken place. But, halfway to the stairs, Alyssa spotted Irulon standing over the table that their little group had effectively taken over since arriving in Illuna.

Sitting in the seat, waving a small book back and forth, Kasita smiled up at the looming Irulon. She was in her usual form as Alyssa’s twin, looking like nothing was amiss.

In contrast, Irulon glared down with piercing eyes. If looks could kill…

“You were in my room?”

“Ufu~ Mad about something?” Kasita said, smile unwavering despite Irulon’s glare. “I’ve been in your room lots of times. You know that.”

“That’s my notebook you’re waving around.”

“I know. The words are impossible to read, but I recognized your handwriting the moment I saw it. Thought you might like it back.” Placing the book on the table, she hastily slid it across.

Irulon’s hand clamped down on the notebook fast enough to make a thump echo through the room. But the moment she did, her eyes softened. She took up the notebook and slowly started flipping through the pages, checking over each one fully before she moved on to the next.

Alyssa slipped past Irulon, sliding up against the wall next to Kasita. “What did you do?”

“Nothing~ Just found a little something someplace where it shouldn’t have been.”

“Yora,” Irulon hissed. “It was them, wasn’t it? They brazenly walked into my room while I was there and stole a notebook?”

“Ufu~ Maybe if you weren’t such a heavy sleeper, you would have noticed them.”

“What were they doing, stealing my notebook?” Irulon shot back, ignoring the perfectly valid criticism.

“As far as I understand things, Yora knew that there were monsters here, but were unaware of your and Brakkt’s presence. They’re trying to figure out what business the Pharaoh’s children have in Illuna.”

“And they thought the best way to do so would be to barge into my room?” Irulon’s grip tightened “I’ll see them all locked into Rigor Mortis by evening…”

“The guy who actually did the stealing is already dead.”

“Really?” Irulon said, raising an eyebrow. “I’m impressed.”

“Oh, it wasn’t me. They somehow convinced some poor local guy to do it. Offered a fairly pitiful amount of coin too, but I guess desperation can drive people to do crazy things. I don’t think he even knew who you were. They kept themselves secret at the same time too, so that if he did end up caught, it wouldn’t lead back to Yora. If not for me…” Kasita trailed off, puffing herself up in pride as she spoke.

“Yes, yes,” Irulon said, completely offhandedly. “You did very well. Did you learn anything else? Anything regarding why they’re here at all?”

Kasita’s pride deflated in an instant. Her straightened back slumped as she leaned over the table. “Not so much, no. In contrast to all your movies, they did not sit around discussing their diabolical plans with each other. Rather, they hardly spoke to one another. I think there is some station difference. The main guy views himself as so much more important than his attendants that he doesn’t bother with them.”

“So nothing at all?”

“I will say that they seem to be getting impatient with Martin’s lack of response. I almost think it would have been better to spy on him. At least he is supposedly discussing his options with his advisers. There’s actually something to spy on with him. We could change his mind or just have advance notice of what he might think about everything.”

“You can’t be everywhere at once,” Alyssa said, patting Kasita on the back. “Recovering Irulon’s book seems like a pretty good use of your time regardless.”

“There are pages missing,” Irulon said, flipping back and forth between two pages. “At least three. The contents were…” Closing her eyes, she paused for a moment. “Unimportant, as far as I can remember. This was my personal journal and contains none of my research or spellwork. I hardly even write in it at all.”

“Which is how you failed to notice it missing?” Alyssa said. At Irulon’s nod, she continued. “Might be a mistake because of asking some random person to steal the first book he saw. But they might also be able to use it still, sending them off to someone who could better break your code? Or something like that.”

“Yes. I’ve considered that option.” Lowering the notebook, Irulon sighed. “I’m going to have to rewrite all my books in a new code. Perhaps I could steal a language from your world. One of those with backwards or sideways script? I’d like to see them crack that.”

“I’ll lend you my phone, but… you should probably check over all your books. Make sure they’re still here. And do you have books back at Lyria? Will they be safe until we go back?”

Irulon let out an even longer sigh. “I’ll contact Tess after checking over my room. And then… How about we pay our friends from Yora a little visit?”
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                Dignitaries, such as those visiting from Yora or Irulon and Brakkt, had dedicated quarters almost directly adjacent to the manor of the lord of the land. Brakkt and Irulon weren’t staying in it, of course, choosing to distance themselves by housing with the guild instead, but they could request housing at any time. The building itself rather reminded Alyssa of a mother-in-law house. It was attached to the manor by a covered walkway, but was otherwise a completely separate building. It had its own guards and its own servants—though they probably had other duties to attend to while it was vacant.

The interior was furnished better than the manor was. Probably yet another way to display wealth to visitors. The craftsmanship of the walls, crown molding, tables, chairs, was all exquisitely done. And, not only that, but it was all smooth as well. Alyssa wasn’t sure when sandpaper had been invented or if some kind of sandpaper analogue existed here, but it sure looked like it. Only Lyria’s palace was quite as nice. Most things there were carved from stone, so Alyssa couldn’t quite compare it to the wooden furnishings here.

Given the rest of Illuna, Alyssa almost expected something a bit more humble. Was it really necessary to impress visitors to this degree?

Irulon, dressed to the nines in her dragon hide armor—completely scrubbed clean to the point where it practically shined—gave a heavy knock on the door of the Yora visitor’s quarters. Alyssa stood at her side, wearing slightly less clean dragon hide armor. Meanwhile, Kasita looked rather like Oxart at the moment. She wasn’t a perfect copy of Oxart, but she was wearing the armor of a highly ranked palace guard and slightly protruding cheekbones clearly took inspiration from Oxart as well.

The door swung open after only a few short seconds. Their coming had not been communicated beforehand. Either they had a guard standing by or one of Illuna’s guards who were watching over the guest house had informed the Yora representatives of their arrival.

Alyssa was leaning toward the former theory. If they knew that the princess was coming, Alyssa would have expected the most important of them to be the one at the door—or at least standing nearby. Instead, some low-level grunt stood in the doorway, looking first to Kasita before his gaze wandered over to Irulon and Alyssa. The recognition in his eyes was slow to start up, but after a double-take on Irulon, he clearly realized just who was at the door.

“P-Princess?” he called out, half over his shoulder and far louder than necessary. An immediate ruckus started up. Feet hit the ground in the room behind him, a door opened, and some out of sight whispering started up.

“My apologies for visiting unannounced,” Irulon said with a smile ripped straight from a viper. “I have been quite busy these past few days. And yet, I thought it would be remiss of me to miss visiting with such distinguished guests.”

“Princess Irulon!” A man strode forward, still slipping into a pressed suit of red velvet with a small emblem of swords embroidered over the right breast. He was a thinner man with dark hair, somewhat messy as if he just got up from lying down. His hands rubbed together as he stepped right up to the door. “We weren’t expecting you or we would have prepared better to greet you.”

“Of course you would have,” Irulon said as she stepped into the room without an invitation. The guy who opened the door stepped aside for her, but looked about ready to protest when Alyssa and Kasita started to follow. A sharp glare from the thin man had him snapping his mouth closed, allowing them entry. “Rest assured, I am not expecting to be treated as a princess. This is merely an informal greeting… and perhaps a request, if you wouldn’t mind hearing me out.”

“A request from the princess?” His smile turned a little strained. “I… suppose it wouldn’t hurt to hear you out.”

“Don’t worry. It is nothing cumbersome,” Irulon said, hands clasped behind her back as she stared around the room. There were three people present aside from the thin man. Two were men. One was a woman. They didn’t appear to be dressed in an official capacity, not like the thin man, but rather were all in something of a casual dress. They clearly hadn’t been expecting visitors aside from perhaps servants.

The group Alyssa had seen approaching Illuna had been made up of more than just the four of them. These were probably the most important of them all. They were, according to Kasita, the only ones staying in this guest house. The others had been relegated to some of the less opulent inns in the city.

It was a nice place, built for relaxation above all. Traveling in this world was a tiring and excruciating, so the comfortable-looking seats were likely welcome far more than any other luxuries of the room. There was a bookshelf with a few dozen books provided by Illuna for someone to pass time with, but it looked untouched. Which made Alyssa wonder just what a traveler like this group might do to pass the time. Tourism around the city? It wasn’t like they had television to sit around and watch.

Irulon’s examination of the room came to a close as she looked back to the thin man. “It’s just a personal request of mine. But I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage. You know who I am, of course, but I don’t believe you’ve introduced yourself to me.”

“Ah! Forgive me, Princess Irulon. I am the Chief Retainer of Savorous of Yora, Deezer.”

“Chief retainer,” Irulon said with a nod. Stepping further into the room, she moved up to the bookcase and looked the titles up and down. “A high station. How is Yora as a city? I’ve never been.”

“Um…” Deezer looked over to one of the others in the room, only to receive a shrug. “Beautiful, your highness. We have lush, fertile land and the highest mountains. An impressive sight for anyone to see?”

“Really?” Irulon looked toward him, violet eyes piercing. “You don’t sound too sure of yourself.”

“No… I mean yes! It is very impressive. But… I’m just not sure where this line of questioning is going.”

“Just curious as to what kind of place it might be,” she said, turning away from him. “How are the people? Do you have much problem with crime?”

“Crime? Your Highness?”

“Lyria doesn’t take too kindly to criminals. You might not be aware of this, but just recently, we, along with some help from guests—” Irulon waved a hand toward Alyssa. “—rooted out one of the largest gangs in the city. Most are dead. Some wish they were dead. The rest might be able to be rehabilitated, but that is someone else’s job.”

“Um… Congratulations?”

“Thank you!” Irulon’s voice turned from unnecessarily chipper to a sinister drawl. “Which brings me to my problem here today. You see, someone entered into my private room last night and pilfered a private journal of mine. For anyone else, they might never see their journal again. But you see, my journal calls to me.”

Deezer blinked. “It—”

He didn’t get a chance to finish. Irulon snapped her fingers together, a motion that left her pointing directly at the bookcase. Kasita moved, crossing the short distance through the room in an instant, moving straight to the bookshelf where she said she had found the notebook in the first place. After sliding a few of the books to the side, she pulled out a much smaller notebook.

At the same time as she removed it from the shelf—a tricky bit of slight of hand in actuality, having stored the book within her body—Alyssa cast a series of Spectral Chains. In an instant, all four of the Yora representatives were wrapped in ghostly chains. The one closest to the door lost his balance and fell to his knees, but the other three managed to remain on their feet.

“The favor I am going to ask,” Irulon started, voice perfectly neutral once again, “is for you to explain yourself. I’ll give you one chance to deny that you know anything about this. One chance to claim that you are being framed right now.” Deezer opened his mouth, eyes wide, but Irulon clamped a hand around his face. “Lie to me and I will know. Lie to me and I’ll see you hung from your ankles off the walls of Illuna’s highest building under the effects of Rigor Mortis for twenty-four hours. But… tell me the truth and I might have a modicum of mercy.”

She waited a moment without drawing her hand back, looking around to the other four in the room. She paused on each of their faces before moving onto the next. “You are all welcome to speak up. If your leader refuses to answer or has an answer that I don’t like, you’ll all be joining in his fate unless you decide to tell me what I want to know.” Turning back to Deezer, she slowly removed her hand from his face, crossing her arms in the process.

Deezer didn’t even wait half a second before he opened his mouth. “I don’t know what that is or why it’s here! But when word of this… this indignity gets back to Savorous, you’ll regret ever approaching me!”

Irulon gave him the flattest look possible. “So,” she said slowly, drawing out the word. “You have chosen death.”

Alyssa raised an eyebrow, but decided to not comment on the tone with which Irulon spoke. At least not now. Perhaps later.

Deezer’s mouth clamped shut, face turning a paler than it had been. “It really wasn’t… I didn’t…”

“Does anyone else wish to make an application to save their own hides?” Irulon said, looking around to the others. Her eyes locked onto Alyssa for a moment as she turned and, pausing, she gave the slightest shake of her head. “Or shall I send you all to Tenebrael’s embrace with all due haste.”

That slight shake of Irulon’s head had Alyssa frowning. Deezer was telling the truth, at least as far as Irulon could tell. And Irulon could tell quite a bit.

Kasita seemed to get the message as well. Standing just behind the sole woman among their chained party, she nodded her head toward the woman. At a raised eyebrow from Irulon, Kasita nodded again.

Irulon didn’t immediately walk over to the woman. There wasn’t a direct path to her with the chains in the air. So she clasped her hands behind her back and slowly stepped around the room, stopping at the man who opened the door. “Have anything to say? Perhaps you saw how my book found its way to the shelf in this room?”

“I—I don’t know, your highness. I was at a tavern last night, drinking with some of the others. I only woke up a few hours ago,” he said with a slight grimace.

But Irulon nodded her head. He couldn’t see it, not with how he had fallen on his face. “I see. I believe you,” Irulon said.

The tension drained from his shoulders as she stared walking away. His large body practically melted into a puddle in her wake. Both Deezer and the woman gave him rather nasty glares. The other man probably would have as well, but he had his own problems at the moment.

Irulon stood in front of him, not speaking this time, just staring.

He blinked first, ducking his head to avert his gaze.

“Hm,” was all Irulon said as she walked on to the woman Kasita was standing behind. Again, Irulon didn’t say anything, but rather than stare as she had previously, she slipped the notebook into her satchel and reached for the tome chained to her hip. Slowly, deliberately, she started paging through it. Alyssa couldn’t see the spells from her angle, but the woman could. And the woman clearly had a background in magical knowledge.

Irulon stopped on a page, tapped it twice as if considering it. The woman’s eyes widened as she looked down at whatever spell Irulon had stopped at. When Irulon moved forward after one more tap of her finger, the woman almost sank to her knees in relief. She was obviously trying to keep her composure, but the relief leaked out…

That composure lasted right up until Irulon stopped on another page.

“I…”

Irulon looked up. She couldn’t meet the woman’s eyes; the woman stared only at the spell. “Yes?”

“I might know how that book came to be here.”

“You what?” Deezer shouted.

“Silence,” Irulon said. A card appeared between her fingertips, aimed directly at Deezer, as she spoke. It burned up before the word even fully got out.

Deezer tried to shout something, but no sound came from his mouth. A fact he only noticed after trying for several more words. Looking down at himself, he started struggling against the chains binding him, but failed to get anywhere at all.

“As you were saying?” Irulon said slowly, staring without having ever broken her gaze with the woman since she spoke.

“I… The book…” Her head lifted just enough for her to shoot a look around the room. “Deezer,” she started, focusing on him.

He tried to shout, but the silencing spell was still in effect, resulting in him looking like a scene from a horror movie on mute.

“And just what does he have to do with this?” Irulon said, tapping her foot hard enough to make loud thumps echo through the room. Each one made everyone but Deezer wince. “Spit it out. I’ve already been forced to come down here while I have other work to be doing, stand around and talk, and now you’re making me listen to your hesitation while you try to think up a good cover story, while you try to think of how to phrase stealing the princess’ private journal in a way that makes me less likely to kill you where you stand? Pathetic.”

“I didn’t know it was the princess’ book!”

Alyssa had seen flat looks on Irulon’s face before. But this… It set a new standard. As soon as the woman spoke, Irulon’s entire face lost all emotion. She just stared, no longer glaring, but simply flabbergasted.

“Ufu~ Ufufuwahhaha. I don’t think that was the right response.”

“Look. I’m an espire. My job is to keep us and our interests safe by knowing everything.”

“Clearly not very good at your job,” Alyssa said.

“I received word that someone had been holed up inside the guild for weeks without being seen. Someone who might be a threat. The book was supposed to be back where it came from before morning, but… I… misplaced it.”

Alyssa shot a glance at Kasita. That had probably been her doing. If not for her, Irulon could have looked around her room and… well, Irulon probably would have noticed even a slight misplacement of the book—and, as long as she noticed soon enough, Retrograde Cognition would have shown someone placing and stealing the book—but someone else might not have noticed.

“So you ordered it stolen?”

“No! It was… offered to me by one of my contacts in the city. I didn’t realize it was yours or I never would have accepted it.”

“Hm.” Irulon stared at her for a moment before lifting her gaze ever so slightly.

Kasita, still standing behind the woman, shrugged.

“I see,” Irulon said, turning. “I appreciate your cooperation thus far, Retainer Deezer. I believe we will be relieving you of your espire for the time being.”

“W-What are you going to do?”

“For now? Simply talk. And if I like what I hear, perhaps you’ll return to Yora in more than just an ash box.” Looking to Alyssa, Irulon gave a slow nod.

Three of the four Spectral Chains ended. None of the three formerly chained representatives moved, though Deezer looked as if he was about ready to march forward and give Irulon a piece of his mind. A glare from the princess kept him at a distance.

“Come,” Irulon said. “You can walk under your own power… or would you prefer if I brought—”

“I can walk!”

“Good.”

Kasita dropped a hand on the woman’s shoulder and started leading her out of the room. If the woman actually struggled, either Alyssa or Irulon would have to step in, but so long as she didn’t, Kasita was perfectly capable of directing her through the city.

“Deezer was shouting after us as we left,” Alyssa said as soon as they closed the door behind them. She kept her voice quiet. The woman was several paces in front of them with the way Kasita was leading her, so she shouldn’t be overheard…

“I know,” Irulon said quite a bit louder.

“Shouldn’t we have removed that silencing spell?”

“It will wear off. In a day. Maybe two. I always forget these things, you know?”

Alyssa could only raise an eyebrow. Being so overly stressed that she half-slept through someone breaking into her room? Possible. Forgetting the details of a spell? Shaking her head, Alyssa asked, “What are we doing with her?”

“She’s an intelligencer. As she said, it is her duty to know things. Perhaps we’ll find out some things that Kasita was unable to.”

“Sounds good, but—”

“After I make her regret being born.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together, shooting the princess a glare that went completely unnoticed. “Can we please find out why they are here before you render her incapable of speech?”

“Hm. Maybe.”

            

    
        036.007 Illuna's Happenings - Extinguished

    
    
    
    
                “It seems as if they are genuinely after some of the monsters. Not to enslave, but to have them work for Yora. Inspired by ‘that hellhound that’s been running around Lyria’ apparently,” Alyssa said with a glance to Fela.

The hellhound looked up from her jerky for a moment, offering a shrug.

“Not sure that I believe that fully, but it is what the Yora intelligencer said.”

Rokien leaned forward, rubbing at the hairs on his bovine chin. Fezzik started to mirror his motions, stopping only once he realized that their poses were almost completely identical. Eventually, he leaned back and looked around the small tent.

Alyssa sat alongside Fela with Brakkt on her opposite side. The prince had not been too happy with their little stunt, but apparently being literally stolen from was acceptable grounds for throwing some weight around. They had deliberately not threatened them into leaving or otherwise interfered with their business in Illuna. Unless, of course, the intelligencer was required for whatever they were doing. But if that was the case, they shouldn’t have stolen from Irulon.

Irulon was back in her room, applying protections to everything. Or doing more research, if she had finished with that already. Kasita was with her, not just to keep an eye on Irulon, but… mostly to keep an eye on her. Alyssa didn’t think Irulon would do anything too drastic, and she seemed to have gotten her head squared on her shoulders a bit better than it had been at any other point recently—a bit of intimidation and throwing her weight around helped get her back to normal. Normalish, anyway.

So Alyssa had come down to the monster camp to keep them fully informed as to what was going on. “Just thought you should know that it doesn’t seem like they’re planning on murdering you all. Which is a sentence that is depressing in how I have to say it at all.”

“It’s unlike the Yora I know,” Brakkt said. “They’ve always prided themselves on keeping their lands clear of monsters. To invite them in now… I’m not sure what they’re planning, but I don’t buy that it is altruistic in nature.”

“Especially because they are still the most likely candidates for the people who were harassing and killing your people and driving you out of your home.”

“But there isn’t much we can do,” Fezzik said, deep voice rumbling in the tent. “If the human leader decides that we cannot stay, we will have to go. We could run again, but that would just expose us to more starvation and exhaustion.”

“And open us up to more attacks from them,” Rokien added. “I don’t have any proof—I haven’t seen or heard anything—but I am almost positive that our camp is being watched from afar. It’s just a feeling I’ve got. And those watchers are almost certainly our pursuers.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together. Without being able to see souls over long distances, she couldn’t back up his claim. Not without further investigation. “Think you could sniff out some humans?” Alyssa said, glancing toward Fela. The draken likely could as well.

They might have to do a quick investigation. If only to ensure that everyone at the camp stayed safe.

Fela seemed eager, if her enthusiastic nod was anything to go by.

“We’ll do a quick round then. Perhaps even now, if there isn’t anything else to talk about?”

Fezzik started to stand, but hesitated and simply chose to straighten his back. Even seated on an uncomfortably short stump, he was still a head taller than a standing Alyssa. “Thank you for doing all this for us,” he said. “We aren’t accustomed to humans treating us well, but you appear to be genuine in your dealings with us.”

“I… would say that it’s just human decency, but apparently not. Regardless of what others think, I think humans and monsters have a lot to gain by working together. On both sides. Ancient wars and lingering animosity from ancestors past shouldn’t get in the way of progress… Well, ancestors on the side of humans. I presume that some of the longer-lived monsters might actually have been around that long. But I also presume that they’re in a minority position relative to everyone else.”

“Probably a safe assumption,” Rokien said, bobbing his head in an affirmative nod. “Though I won’t agree that ancient wars are the only thing causing animosity. Look at what happened to us only a few weeks ago.”

Alyssa winced. “Yeah… That… isn’t a good thing. There’s a lot that still needs to change, clearly. It’s a work in progress and it won’t be instant. But the future will be a better place if everyone can just cut that out.”

“If only it were that easy.”

“Indeed,” Alyssa said with her lips pursed. “Which is why I’m glad you all are giving Illuna a chance.”

“A chance of desperation. It’s not like we had much choice. It is working out so far. As long as this Yora business doesn’t ruin it.”

“We’ll try to keep things from going awry on that front,” Brakkt said. “Though knowing that they actually want some of your people does complicate matters. We won’t be able to simply hand them something else in exchange for leaving you alone.”

“If they’re only looking for a few…” Fezzik said, trailing off as he glanced toward Rokien. The minotaur glanced back, offering a tiny nod in return.

Alyssa frowned, guessing at what small agreement just passed between them. “If you give a mouse a cookie,” she said slowly, “it’s going to want a glass of milk to go with it.”

“What?”

Everyone in the room was staring a her, leading to her simply sighing.

“It’s a phrase from my homeland. Means that giving someone like that what they are demanding will only lead to them asking for more. Or something like that. The actual story turns out a bit heartwarming in the end, but… I guess I’m getting distracted… The point is, don’t sacrifice yourselves unless you’re absolutely sure that it is the only way forward. And even then…”

Alyssa shook her head and focused on Fela. “Shall we go look around?”

“I’ll come with you,” Brakkt said, dusting his tunic off as he stood.

“Can you actually come with us? If these are Yora people, won’t that cause some kind of diplomatic incident?”

“Which is exactly why I should come. Try to not forget that you are essentially representing my family by association. And, of course, if these theoretical people spying on the monster camp are not equipped with any insignia or emblem of a house, and if they are armed to the teeth, I would be remiss in my duties to not handle what are likely brigands and highwaymen preying on travelers and merchants.”

“Ah. I think I understand…”

“Allow me a short time to get ready, meet me at the draken tent.”

“Sure thing,” Alyssa said, watching him head out.

Fela’s ears perked up as she eyed the tent flap. “Is he going to get in his armor?”

“Probably.”

“I like him in his armor.”

“Of course you do,” Alyssa said with a small smile as she turned to Fezzik and Rokien. “We’ll let you know what we find.”

“Take care,” Fezzik said slowly. “We were being hunted for weeks and we never once saw our assailants. We knew they were out there, we could almost feel their gazes on us at all times. Then, without any sign or warning, someone would just… disappear. Sometimes we would find pieces of them. Sometimes someone would just disappear completely.”

“I have some experience dealing with stealthed or otherwise invisible foes…” Though last time she chased someone invisible around Lyria, she had been connected with Tenebrael’s power. She wasn’t sure that she had actually used Tenebrael’s power, but it might have played a part.

It had also drawn the Astral Authority.

Still, even without using her sense of souls, she had been able to detect that man even while Irulon and the Pharaoh had been having a hard time of it. So if these guys were using anything similar, she should probably still be able to see through it. And if they used a more regular invisibility spell—or were just that good at hiding from view—Fela and the Draken should be able to sniff them out.

Bidding Fezzik and Rokien a temporary farewell, Alyssa headed over to the draken tent. It was a bit of a shame that the stables had toppled over. They had been a bit more spacious than this tent. Then again, the draken didn’t really need a roof over their heads. Most of them were perfectly happy to sleep outside. Izsha especially. Staying inside for a few weeks straight, and unable to move at that, probably contributed to why Izsha could often be found lazing about in the sun outside the tent.

Musca was outside as well, but in contrast to the happily relaxed Izsha, the tiger-striped draken paced back and forth outside the tent. With its large body and long tail whipping back and forth each time it turned around, Alyssa was a little nervous about getting much closer.

“Something wrong?” Alyssa asked, already knowing that she wasn’t going to get a proper response. But it did make Musca stop pacing in order to properly offer a glare. “You all want to go on a little adventure?”

“Human hunting!” Fela said, tail wagging back and forth.

“I mean, yes, but maybe we shouldn’t phrase it like that,” Alyssa said with a glance around her. Being a city of tents, others were around. Both monsters and a pair of Illuna’s human guards. A few of whom were close enough to have heard and were now giving strange looks in her direction. “Or at least that loud,” Alyssa said in a much softer tone of voice as she smiled and waved at the few guards. Luckily, almost all of them knew her as one of the people who liaised with the monsters on the regular.

“Do you think Musca’s saddle will fit you?” Both the draken were on the smaller side, at least when compared to the likes of Ensou, but Musca was just a little wider than Izsha. So the saddle should fit, but it might wobble around and be just too loose to properly use.

Musca snapped at the air in Alyssa’s direction, just chomping aggressively on nothing.

“Woah, calm down there,” Alyssa said, raising her hands and taking a careful step backwards. “I’m sure you can go too. I just would rather… I mean, Izsha and I haven’t been able to go out together for a long time. You don’t actually want me riding you… do you?”

The draken snorted as it turned away. It didn’t stop walking, heading off away from the tent and further into the monster camp.

Alyssa could only shoot a look at Fela, raising her eyebrows.

“Don’t ask me. I don’t understand how scaly monsters think.”

“I wonder if she’s feeling lonely,” Alyssa said as Izsha got to its feet. “Irulon’s been holed up in her research since we got back from Owlcroft. Aside from at the ritual on Izsha, I’m not sure Irulon has even seen Musca. And I don’t think they interacted much at the time.”

But even with Musca acting out, Izsha looked quite happy to be getting some attention. With Musca gone, there was no point in not testing out the other saddle. Slipping into the tent, Alyssa found Dasca sprawled out, deep in sleep.

Fela crouched, coiled, and pounced right on its side. Dasca woke immediately and just about clamped its teeth around her head. But she was just a bit too quick, slipping out from between those sharp teeth as they skimmed her fur. As it tried to get up to its feet, she tackled it back down to the ground.

Ignoring their playful wrestling, Alyssa marched right past and hefted up the smallest saddle. Ensou’s saddle was missing, but so was Ensou. In the short time Brakkt had left Alyssa alone in the previous tent, he must have saddled up his draken and taken off.

He had a lot more experience saddling draken than Alyssa did. She thought she was fairly decent at it. Slinging the saddle over Izsha and hooking it around her belly was a practiced motion, but it still took a bit of doing. Were she to race Brakkt, he would be mounted before she managed to buckle one belt.

“This doesn’t look too bad,” Alyssa said after getting all the buckles done up. A few good tugs of the saddle showed that it was slightly looser than she would have liked, but not so much that she thought she would fall off even if Izsha had to sprint a bit. As long as they weren’t fleeing for their lives from the Astral Authority…

And I really shouldn’t jinx it…

Just as Alyssa finished up with the saddle, Brakkt pushed aside the large tent flap. Or rather, the Black Prince pushed aside the flap. He was fully equipped in his dark armor, helmet included. His glowing sword gleamed from its sheath at his hip. Fela and Dasca, still tussling with each other, stopped immediately as he took a few steps into the room. Fela’s pointed ears actually flattened against her head. Not completely, not like a scared cat, but enough that Alyssa noticed.

“Ready to go?”

“Musca?” he asked, looking around.

“Stormed off into the camp. Not sure why. I just asked if I could use its saddle with Izsha. Is Musca normally very possessive? Or perhaps just lonely?”

“Hard to say…” Brakkt said, eying Izsha and the saddle. His voice had a slight tinny echo to it thanks to his helmet. Once upon a time, Alyssa probably would have been pressing her ears flat against her head like Fela was, but now, she knew the man inside the helmet too well to be that scared of him. “I don’t think Musca has ever had something given to someone else like that.”

“So probably… Great. Now I feel bad.”

“It’s something Musca would have to deal with someday… probably. I suppose that day is just today,” he said with a slight shrug. Turning back to the flap, he shoved it aside to reveal Ensou standing just outside. “We’ll stay within eyesight of each other, but spread out enough to cover some ground. Fela, take care. If there are people out there and they are the same ones that have been after the monsters, they likely won’t hesitate to target a hellhound.”

“We’ll stay closer to you or Alyssa,” Fela said, rubbing her large paws all over Dasca’s head.

“Good. Keep a Message spell handy.”

Fela’s lips curled into a scowl. She didn’t say anything, but…

While Fela could use human magic much like how Kasita could, her lack of opposable thumbs really hindered her handling of spell cards. Her paws were quite dexterous for what they were, but flat pieces of paper just didn’t work well. Even as Alyssa slipped a Message card out of her deck and held it out, Fela glared. After a few moments, she clasped it between both of her hands, glaring all the while.

She really did not like using human magic.

“Maybe we can slip it into your belt. Then you just have to touch it to cast the spell.” When Alyssa had first met Fela, the hellhound had been in chains. After that, she often wore nothing but her own fur. It wasn’t until she started working for Lyria that she had taken to wearing a… uniform? Baggy pants and a loose-fitting tunic that she could easily get into and out from, but styled and colored to match the palace guards. Pulling the card out of her hands, Alyssa slid it between Fela’s waist and the belt.

Fela glared at it, but ended up sighing. “Can’t I just stick a little closer to one of you?”

“There’s a lot of ground out there to cover,” Brakkt said. “Especially when we’re going off something as nonspecific as a feeling that Rokien and Fezzik had.”

“Still, safety is paramount. And if someone touches a single hair on your head…” Alyssa ruffled the fur-like mane around Fela’s head as she trailed off. “I’ll stick relatively close to you.”

With Fela, Izsha, and Dasca in tow, Alyssa followed behind Brakkt and Ensou as they moved to the far edge of the camp. To start with, Alyssa pulled out her binoculars and scanned the horizon. It was still quite early in the afternoon. Plenty of time to run around and check everywhere that she could see… probably. They would basically run around aimlessly until Fela or one of the draken smelled a human where they weren’t supposed to be.

There was something odd though, something that Alyssa couldn’t quite put her finger on. She looked from one end of the grassy hills then toward the more swamp-like terrain toward the north. The city blocked off the really swampy area to the west and toward Owlcroft, but… Something looked off about the city as well.

“Do you notice anything strange?” she asked, handing the binoculars over to Brakkt.

“What am I looking for?”

“I don’t know. Just… something. You tell me.”

“Hm.” Taking the binoculars, he started looking around himself.

Alyssa waited, still staring and trying to figure out why the horizon just didn’t look like she expected it to. But…

Fela made a small noise, almost a cross between a purr and a growl. “The sky,” she said with her head craned straight back.

After staring at her looking up for a moment, Alyssa mimicked her and stared. Being still early in the afternoon, the sun was high in the sky. Just a few degrees over dead center. Being almost noon, it was much too bright for the moon to really be visible. If it was even overhead at the moment. For all Alyssa knew, it could have been on the opposite side of the planet. Everything looked normal.

“It’s normal,” Brakkt said at the exact moment that it hit Alyssa.

Normal. “The sky is normal.”

Tenebrael’s ensign was nowhere to be seen. The faint flames in the sky, the ones that had been burning so brightly at Owlcroft, were completely gone.

“When did that happen?” Alyssa asked without looking away.

“I’m… relatively certain that the sky was aflame this morning. Irulon might be able to tell for certain.”

“If she has even looked outside her window in the past five days…”

“What does it mean?”

Alyssa could only shake her head. “I don’t know.”
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                Searching for humans that might or might not be out there had to be put on hold. Nothing had happened to the camp so far, so their priority wasn’t that high. In contrast, Alyssa felt an urgent need to figure out what was going on with the sky. Were the Astral Authority still on Tenebrael’s world? What about the demons? Had something happened to Tenebrael? The stupid angel wasn’t answering the phone still, but that could be for any number of reasons.

“Five hours ago?”

“I was up on the wall, keeping watch. Not much to keep watch for these days. Haven’t had a demon attack in weeks and—”

“Sorry to rush this along, but let’s try to keep on topic.”

The guard, an older man named Ature, was the first person who could remember seeing the actual change in the sky. At least the first person that Alyssa had spoken to. Illuna was a large city, so there had to be others. He had simply hailed down Alyssa on her way back into the city, knowing that she knew something about the sky being set on fire in the first place.

Unfortunately, her little interruption seemed to have jolted him out of his thoughts, making her wonder just how old this man really was. “You were saying?

“Saying?”

“About the sky and the fire…”

“Oh. Oh yes, it was just after I arrived for my shift. It’s nice of the city to give me back my old job as a guardsman. They said I was too old a few years ago, but now they want me back. Short on hands, I guess.”

“I guess,” Alyssa said, trying not to put too much strain on her words. “But the fire in the sky?”

“Oh yes. I was watching the clouds when I noticed the symbols in the sky up and vanish before my very eyes! One moment it was there, the next, gone. Those faint flames faded not long after, shrinking to nothing before disappearing completely.”

“That’s it? They just faded away. No bright flashes or anything?” If there had been bright flashes, more people would have noticed. Alyssa was surprised that nobody at the monster camp had seen the change, but not so surprised that she thought anything funny was going on. There certainly wasn’t any memory altering magic that made people forget or anything. It was just that the sky was always there, but always in the periphery. People were far more focused on the goings on around them than they were elsewhere.

Perhaps people in Teneville, who might look up to the sky to spot harpies, would have noticed better. Except they probably could barely see the flames at all. From calling up Jason and Chris back in Lyria, she knew that they couldn’t see the flames in the sky unless they were concentrating hard, even at night. They hadn’t noticed at all when it first happened. Not until Alyssa’s phone call when she asked them to look.

“There was a bit of a gold streak, but it wasn’t that bright. Far off. Like the sun leaked out a bit of its light.”

“The Astral Authority,” Alyssa mumbled, putting a hand to her chin.

“Is that good or bad?” Brakkt asked. He still wore his armor, but his helmet was off, held under his arm against his side. His voice still made the older guard hop in surprise.

“Not sure. Might be neither. If the Astral Authority were the ones to take down the ensign… it might mean that they finished off the demons. Or at least closed the pit, sealing it back up. Without the demons around, they would have had the time to destroy the ensign like they did to the spell above Lyria. But… they shouldn’t come after us. I’m not connected to Tenebrael to draw their attention. They’ve never been interested in anyone else as far as I’ve seen.”

“They won’t remember that you were the one connected with Tenebrael?”

“Possibly… But…” Alyssa shook her head. “I know for a fact that they don’t think like normal people. They might not make the connection. If they do, I imagine that I could hide simply by using an Empty Mirror spell. Without the connection acting as a beacon, they shouldn’t be able to find me. What I really wonder is what it means for Tenebrael. She said she needed a month. The demons warned me that they wouldn’t be able to hold off that long. I told Tenebrael, but she said it would be fine.”

“You told Tenebrael?” The old man’s eyes narrowed as he gave a scrutinizing stare.

Alyssa stared back for a long moment before slowly shaking her head. “It’s a figure of speech we use back home in, uh, Teneville.” Looking back toward Brakkt, she gave a slight jerk of her head toward the stairs back off the wall. He gave an almost imperceptible nod of his head. “Thanks for your help. If there is anything else you notice about the situation, you can find me or someone in my party at the guild’s tavern.”

Brakkt waited until they were down on the ground and well away from the wall before speaking again. Izsha and Ensou were waiting for them. Fela and Dasca were still down at the camp.

“Shall we just carry on as normal?” he asked.

“I don’t know… I mean, we should go help the monsters make sure that their camp is secure, but something might happen. Waiting until tomorrow at the very least might be for the best. Unless you’ve got some insight?”

“Hardly. I leave magical matters to Irulon for a reason. This is beyond even that.”

“Yeah… I wish Irulon could answer questions about angelic things. I’m stuck waiting for someone to die or for Tenebrael to bother showing up, which she usually only does when she wants something. Ugh. Maybe we should just go about our day as if everything were normal. It might be weeks before she shows up to tell me anything. Besides that, things are normal. Technically, things haven’t been normal until now.”

“We’ll wait. Or rather,” Brakkt turned, looking toward where Izsha and Ensou stood near the gate’s entrance. A slight gesture of his hand called them over. “If something did happen at Owlcroft, the eastern wall will be the best place to spot approaching trouble.”

“You aren’t going to venture out into the swamp and head toward Owlcroft, right?”

With a slow shake of his head, he put a foot into Ensou’s stirrup and slid into the saddle. “I’m not that crazy,” he said with a mild chuckle.

Alyssa grimaced, feeling as if that was a bit of a jab at her, but Brakkt wasn’t even looking in her direction anymore. “I’ll join you,” she said softly as she hopped onto Izsha’s saddle.

On the way across the city, Alyssa pulled out a few Message cards. Irulon should be informed, Fela as well. Sending a message to Volta wouldn’t be the worst idea either. The monster would know how to organize the city to properly respond to any potential threats. The situation might not be a big deal in the end, but for the time being, they should at least be aware that something might be afoot. It was just too impossible to know at the moment.

Much like Alyssa and Brakkt, not too many people seemed to have noticed the sky just yet. Or, if they had noticed it, they weren’t terribly concerned. When Alyssa had first returned from Owlcroft, people had been a little on edge, but not overly panicked. Tenebrael’s symbol had been the primary calming factor. When people saw that, they more often fell to their knees in reverence than worried over the possibility of it harming them.

At least Alyssa hadn’t heard of anyone in this world trying to sacrifice unwilling virgins to volcanoes or anything similar in an attempt to appease Tenebrael. The festival in Teneville, disgusting though it might be, was all willing sacrifice. And it wasn’t for appeasement anyway.

“People are awfully indifferent,” Alyssa said as they slowly rode through the town. “Back in my world, even a mild light in the sky would have probably caused mass panic unless someone could have explained it away through science. And the sky literally being on fire with a symbol hanging overhead would have been hard to explain.”

“The general public is not well educated in matters of magic. Smaller communities, those with no real arcanists to speak of—perhaps a firestarter and nothing more—might even be skeptical about magic’s existence at all. If the local leader, magistrate, noble, arcanist, or anyone else in a position of authority isn’t concerned about odd happenings, then the public won’t be either. Granted, there isn’t often such a large or long-lasting effect, but I would imagine that nobody would worry unless we started charging through the city, tolling alarms, and otherwise starting a commotion.”

“Probably helps that it has been fairly faint during the day. Once it hits nighttime, more people will notice.”

“Mhm. Even still, unless the city’s soldiers start organizing, most people will likely dismiss it as nothing to do with them. They’ve got hard enough lives as it is without adding magic to the mix.”

Hard lives. Alyssa had barely seen it, but… most people spent the majority of every day out in the fields, hunting, working manual labor, or otherwise toiling away. Whether it was Teneville or Lyria, the people who could avoid farm work were in the minority. A wealthy potioneer, literal nobility, guards, adventurers, criminals. All the people Alyssa interacted with didn’t have the same problems that almost everyone in this world had. Namely, the need for food.

“I wonder how Jason’s project with that elf blacksmith is coming along,” she said to herself. With that said, she sent a quick text message to Jason’s phone, both asking for an update on his farming equipment project as well asking for confirmation that he could no longer see any fire or ensign in the sky.

The reply came surprisingly quickly. Before she even reached the opposite side of the city. Normally, Jason responded promptly to any messages she sent, but this was almost instant. Alyssa scanned through the message the second her phone vibrated, expecting the quick response to mean something bad was happening back in Lyria. But it was a surprisingly concise message. A simple statement that he couldn’t tell the difference between the sky right now and when he last looked at it and that he would try again in the evening as he was a bit busy at the moment.

He didn’t say what he was busy with or offer an update on the farm equipment situation… making Alyssa wonder if the two were related.

But as long as there wasn’t an emergency in the city, she could wait until tonight. He might have more time then to give a proper response.

The other side of the city was mostly normal. There was a noticeable alertness to the guards that hadn’t been present over on the western wall. Whether that was because Volta sent a notice or just because this was the side that normally had to worry about demons wasn’t a question that Alyssa could answer. Either way, the guards seemed quite receptive to Brakkt wanting to sit with them on their watch.

The Black Prince, fully armored up, was a welcome addition to any defending force. Even if there was nothing to defend against at the moment.

Alyssa wasn’t dismissed either. Even aside from being with the Black Prince, she came riding up on a draken. A fairly prestigious action, at least among the guards. Besides that, a few of the guards recognized her. Though she couldn’t actually remember speaking with any of them.

Setting up a watch on the wall was… not the most interesting thing going on. It was mostly just staring at the swamp and occasionally perking up at any movement only to realize that nothing down there was moving aside from frogs and fireflies. Normal frogs at that, not even monster frogs.

After scanning the horizon a few times with her binoculars without spotting anything too worrying, Alyssa settled in for a full afternoon of observation. The guards were supposed to stay standing throughout their entire shift, but in practice, they had dragged some chairs up from somewhere. They weren’t slacking on their job. Even without having had a single infected assault the walls in the recent weeks, all the guards knew how important this particular posting was. But standing watch for hours on end was rough work.

However, they didn’t seem to be using the seats at the moment. Every so often, a guard would glance toward Brakkt and suddenly straighten his back. It was… actually mildly amusing to watch. Alyssa doubted that today was very indicative of their normal behavior. In fact, they might even be less attentive than normal.

Brakkt made up for them in droves. While they glanced back at his intimidating armor every so often, he stood perfectly still, one hand down at his side and the other resting on the hilt of his enchanted sword. The only thing that moved was his head, which slowly scanned from left to right.

Alyssa was a bit more relaxed than he was. If something went wrong, they would surely know about it. Whether that be because the Astral Authority glowed a bright golden light or because infected would be spotted by one of the many other guards on this wall, one of the ones far enough away to avoid the awestruck stares to a prince standing alongside them.

After a few hours, Kasita climbed up onto the wall in the armor of a palace guard. Easily recognizable as part of the royal party, the guards didn’t bar her entrance.

“Thought you might be hungry,” she said, holding out a few wrapped meat pies.

“These the ones the monsters made?”

“Iona? I don’t think he was there today.”

“Probably for the best… I don’t suppose you’ve checked in with those Yora guys, have you?”

“Not since yesterday. I believe they’re still waiting on orders from their home or superiors or whatever. With their intelligencer in the local dungeon, I don’t think they’re going to make any waves until they get told to do so.”

Nodding, Alyssa unwrapped the meat pie. Mutton. Lots of mutton in this world. Back on Earth, she was fairly certain that she had never had any sheep meat, but here, it was a staple more common than beef. She wasn’t an expert, but it seemed to her that using sheep for wool was a more productive use for them than killing them for meat.

“As soon as they do something, I’ll get back to spying.”

“Wouldn’t it be better to have some forewarning.”

“Perhaps, but sitting around waiting for something to happen while they just complain to each other about being sent on this mission for hours on end?”

“Is that really all they do?” Alyssa asked as she looked back to the swamp, just sitting around and waiting for something to happen…

“More or less. They try to avoid leaving their quarters as much as possible, and there really isn’t all that much to do inside them. It’s really dull.”

At least I’ve left my quarters, Alyssa thought to herself.

“I’m surprised they aren’t mingling more,” Brakkt said. He had removed his helmet in order to eat the pie that Kasita brought for him. An action that seemed to be causing more than a few extra glances toward him. “If they are interested in the monsters and bringing them back to Yora, I would expect them to do some research, both on the monsters themselves as well as the people and their reactions toward having the monsters around.”

“That would require them to care about the monsters. Or the people…”

“Mhm… I don’t believe Yora treats its people poorly.”

“Even still, they clearly don’t care about the monsters. I…”

Alyssa trailed off, looking upwards. The sun dipped behind the rings around the planet, occluding it completely. A wave of darkness rolled across the land. Sure enough, even with it being dark, there was no luminescence from the sky burning or even a faint image of Tenebrael’s tattoos hanging above the land. Just stars and the pale grey moon.

“What’s that over there?”

Turning her head toward Kasita, Alyssa followed the mimic’s outstretched arm to the swamp. At first, Alyssa didn’t see a single thing. Nothing unexpected, at least. Most of the area was a immediately surrounding the wall was a marshy swamp, with lots of water and lots of tall grass poking above the water level. Further out, a line of trees sprung up. At first they came from the water as well, but further out, Alyssa knew from personal experience that there was actual solid ground.

“What’s what?” Alyssa said, straining her eyes to see. She was about to activate a quick Night Vision spell in the hopes of spotting whatever Kasita managed to see. But the mimic pointed upwards.

“Higher. The canopy line in the distance.”

The trees that grew from the swamp were fairly flat on top, with lots of drooping branches on all sides, creating a rounded look to them rather than the conical shape that lots of trees ended up with. They were also all around the same height, giving a fairly clear view from the elevated city and even higher wall.

And it was over the top of that canopy that Alyssa noted a faint glow. Yellow-gold in color.

Alyssa narrowed her eyes, standing from the seat she had taken. She had her hand on her deck of cards, but hesitated because of the glow. If everything was bright, she wasn’t sure that she would have been able to see it.

In fact, that glow could have been coming all the way from Owlcroft. With the sky being on fire, it likely hadn’t been noticeable until now. There was no reason to worry just yet.

“There! Unknown individual spotted.”

Alyssa tensed as one of the guardsmen started shouting about a lone person. It took a minute to spot him, but a splashing through the otherwise still marshy water was hard to miss after a moment of looking. And it really was just one person, one humanoid rushing through the swamp toward the city, faintly outlined by moonlight. The water should have impeded him a whole lot more than it looked like it was doing. He was practically flying across the surface.

Around her, the wall guards were readying for combat. Most were grabbing bows and knocking arrows. They didn’t draw them back, but they were ready to do so at a moment’s notice.

Then Alyssa saw it. A flash of red in the person’s face as he threw a head back over his shoulder.

One of the other guards spotted it too. “Plague,” he shouted.

Immediately, a dozen of the soldiers all drew back their bowstrings. Without any further confirmation as to the nature of the individual, a dozen arrows lanced out from the wall.

Alyssa could hardly see where they landed. It wasn’t like they lit the tips on fire. But the likely-infected kept charging without slowing.

And the guardsmen drew back for another volley.

“Ready!”

“Loose!”

“Ready!”

“Loose!”

Someone struck true on the third volley. It wasn’t much, but the infected staggered in what had to have been a hit against its leg. Even still, it didn’t stop.

“Ready!”

A small light broke off from the distant golden glow, speeding forward far faster than any arrow. Before the guardsman could order the bows to be loosed, the infected slammed into the ground, silver spear jutting from his back.

“Stop!” Alyssa shouted as a silver filigreed doll emerged from the distant treeline. Unlike the infected, it was surrounded by its own faint glow, making it fully visible even without sunlight. “Don’t attack it. Don’t… Just hold.”

“Hold!” cried the same voice that had been ordering around the bowmen.

The Patience dashed forward, flying from the treeline, skimming the top of the water, until it reached the struggling infected. In the same motion that it grabbed its spear, it cleanly bisected the infected. Insides spilled out as the thing’s back split in two.

Much like the Patience in Lyria that had killed an infected, it readied its spear, but otherwise went still. This was the part where the true demon would show up to take the soul…

But nothing was happening. No pentagrams etched themselves into the swamp. No leatherbound demon showed up for the soul. Alyssa knew that the demon wasn’t exactly under the same time constraints that Iosefael and Tenebrael were under. Or maybe she just didn’t care. The one infected that Brakkt had found a few weeks ago had sat for a good hour before she showed up to take the soul.

A tremor interrupted Alyssa’s stare. Nothing major. Just a slight vibration under her feet. Not even something worth calling an earthquake.

The golden light over the distant canopy swelled.

Another infected tore from the treeline, only to be blasted apart by the beam of a Diligence. A Chastity, the bulwark of the Astral Authority, proved that its insectoid form could fight just as well as some of the others. The large beetle’s elytra were covered in thick blood, eerily gleaming in the golden light. It wasn’t even chasing someone, but somehow, an infected wound up caught between the two halves, crushed to death.

Without her soul sight, she couldn’t tell whether or not it still had its soul, not without walking up to it and dragging it out with a scythe, but given that the true demon hadn’t come for the others, it probably hadn’t collected that one either.

The infected were being driven away from Owlcroft. Possibly in all directions, but all directions didn’t matter much to Alyssa. What mattered was that they were being driven toward Illuna and the Astral Authority was chasing after them.

Alyssa’s eyes flicked up to the golden light on the horizon, biting her lip. If some of the Astral Authority were coming here…

Where was the Cardinal Virtue of Justice?
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                Two dozen infected had been chased into the swamp. Either the swamp slowed them enough for pursuers to slaughter, or the Astral Authority already out in the swamp moved to intercept. If she hadn’t known better, Alyssa might have thought that the Astral Authority was working to protect the city. In the distance, both to the north and to the south, Alyssa could see more lights flittering about. Likely chasing more infected. With the darkness, Alyssa couldn’t actually see any infected. It was too far, even with binoculars, and infected didn’t glow like the fake-angels did.

The horizon still had a bubble of glowing gold light cresting over the treetops. Like the world’s slowest sunrise. More of the Astral Authority were still coming closer. Unless that glow was solely from the Justice… At this point, Alyssa rather hoped that it was not the Justice. She would rather deal with a thousand of the littler ones than it.

The smaller ones could cause problems. Every time Alyssa had seen them so far, they had ignored everyone except her. So it stood to reason that they would continue to ignore everyone so long as nobody tried attacking them. They would hunt down whatever infected they could find and then… hopefully go back to wherever they came from. But if the Justice appeared, things could go poorly. Not just could, but would. Aside from the panic a literal skyscraper of a being would cause, the Justice itself would cause unparalleled destruction. Even if it ignored the humans around, all it had to do was try to swing its sword at one of the infected. That one swing would basically wipe out the entirety of the city of Illuna.

Having used her sole Accelero card back in Owlcroft, Alyssa doubted that even she would be able to get away. One of Irulon’s spells might work. The one that put up a mirrored dome came to mind. But even that was only a chance. The Astral Authority seemed to obey a whole lot more rules of reality than angels did, but Alyssa couldn’t say with confidence that they obeyed them all. With her limited experience in the presence of the Cardinal Virtue of Justice, she couldn’t say that it was as grounded as the lesser members either.

Taking her eyes off the distance, Alyssa looked around the city wall. More guards had shown up. Everyone was on edge. Alyssa had thought, in the past, that she had sometimes been able to feel the tension. Perhaps she had or perhaps it had been her imagination. But here and now?

It was a good thing that firearms hadn’t been invented in this world. With a bow or a sword, or even spells that required a verbal statement to activate, there wasn’t much of a chance of accidental firings, twitchy fingers, or nerves getting the best of someone. A bow required several pounds of force to draw back, not something that even a grown man would do unthinkingly. Swords were far too close range. Spells were the one thing that she had been a little nervous about, but so far, nobody had tossed a fireball at one of the Kindnesses that were buzzing about.

Part of which could probably be attributed to the rarity of arcanists. Nobody in her line of sight had a tome chained to their hip. Volta might be the only real arcanist around.

Assuming a monster could be considered an arcanist. They could both cast spells, so Alyssa wasn’t going to worry herself over the nomenclature.

“So. This is the Astral Authority in all their glory.”

Alyssa snapped her gaze to her opposite side to find Irulon walking across the wall, eyes black and white as she stared over the edge of the wall. Fela trailed behind her on one side while Catal flanked her on the right. Neither followed in any kind of formation, making them look like they were unrelated and had just coincidentally arrived at the same time, even though that likely was not the case at all.

She was glad that her mother hadn’t chosen to join them. They were all supposed to have gone back to Lyria a full week ago, but the job had fallen through. At the time, Alyssa had been glad that her mother wasn’t going to be trekking back without her, but now was wishing that they had left.

Nothing to do now but try to figure out a way to protect everyone.

“You saw them before we headed to Owlcroft, didn’t you?” Alyssa asked, focusing on Irulon as Fela bounded up to her side. Catal took out a large notebook and started sketching out a Kindness—one was hovering not too far from the wall, though its porcelain mask was aimed toward the forest.

“True,” Irulon said. “Between worrying about you running off, trying to keep the guild and guard from provoking them, and them not doing much aside from hovering about in search of you, I didn’t get to actually observe them much at that particular moment.”

“Well you’ve missed most of the action it seems. They were killing infected left and right. Now they’re just sitting around. A few went back, maybe chasing down other infected. The rest have mostly just been standing about.”

“Waiting for something? The true demon you’ve mentioned in the past?”

“No sign of her. I can’t close my eyes to check on the infected’s souls anymore—” Thankfully, Alyssa mentally added, not wanting to know how many of those things would be after her if she still had a connection to Tenebrael. “—but I haven’t seen a single one collected yet.”

For all the true demon’s talk of preserving life, she sure wasn’t doing a good job of rescuing her… loyal followers? Corrupted monsters? Whatever they were. Given that the true demon had looked quite harried the last time Alyssa saw her, she had to wonder if losing this fight meant something just a little more serious than having to run home and lick her wounds. And if the true demon was gone on a slightly more permanent basis…

What was going to happen to the souls? Would Tenebrael come down and clean them up?

Alyssa had a bad feeling that no angel would touch them. Even dead infected presented a hazard to everything around them. The corrupted souls tried to latch onto things around them. The one soul that the true demon had delayed collecting the other week ago had started killing the land around it too.

If the true demon wasn’t able to collect them and the angels weren’t willing to touch them… Alyssa had a bad feeling that she would have to do something about it. Assuming the Astral Authority left her alone, removing the infected souls from the local deceased wouldn’t be that difficult. Maybe. She would still have to locate the corpses, but Fela could help with that. As for the rest of the world? As long as new infected were being created, she wouldn’t be able to do it all herself. Even with Tenebrael’s power, she couldn’t do much about anything outside her general area. She wouldn’t be able to tell when new ones cropped up or when they died either.

She wasn’t an omnipresent angel.

Then there was the problem of what to do with the souls. Maybe she would be able to crystallize them the same way that she did with normal souls, but that still left demonic crystals lying about. Maybe Tenebrael could give her some container for them like they were some radioactive waste that needed containment, but there were already too many maybes piling up and she was sure that she hadn’t thought of all the problems that went along with this course of action yet.

The corpses should be fine for a short time anyway. If necessary, she could collect them up and blast them off planet with a well aimed Annihilator. That was probably the safest option.

“I don’t suppose it would be possible to capture one,” Irulon said, eying the nearest Kindness. It eyed her back, but it eyed everything.

“They would probably start attacking. And there are a lot of them.”

As Alyssa spoke, the Kindness rotated, turning its porcelain mask toward the wall. It was still twenty feet out, but the movement made her tense. It didn’t attack, but it couldn’t really attack, lacking any weapons or offensive abilities. At least, a Kindness had never displayed any offensive abilities while in Alyssa’s presence. Still, it was unnerving in its timing.

Alyssa wasn’t the only one to notice the Kindness. Several of the guards tensed. One even raised his bow until a superior shouted at him. Fela crouched down like she was ready to pounce. Both Irulon and Brakkt made nearly identical slow movements to their respective weapons of choice, each resting a hand on top without actually drawing it. For Alyssa, she already had a pistol in one hand and her deck of cards in the other. Both stayed firmly at her side as she watched the Kindness and the more distant fake-angels.

The others hadn’t reacted. Aside from a handful of Patiences and Equanimities, most every member of the Astral Authority was up in the air, hovering over the swamp while staring at the forest. Two of the four Diligences had their masks split apart as if they were preparing to fire their beams, but neither were actually doing anything. Just watching. Waiting for more infected.

After a full minute of tense scrutiny, the Kindness drifted a few feet further away as it looked back to the forest to match the rest of the Astral Authority.

Alyssa let out a slight sigh as she flicked her pistol’s safety back on. “Perhaps we should be wary of errant comments.”

“Possibly just a coincidence,” Irulon said, moving up to the edge of the wall to lean over. “It started turning before I actually spoke, if only by a few instants.”

Brakkt put a hand on her shoulder and gently pulled her back. “We should be careful regardless. We don’t know their full capabilities. They may be capable of reading more into your thoughts than your verbal actions.”

“I hope not,” Alyssa said. “But I doubt it. They would probably already be attacking us if that were the case. And they would probably be better at catching… uh… whatever they might have been chasing the few times that they chased after… whoever.” If they were listening in, Alyssa didn’t want to mention that she was the one they had been chasing. Thus far, they were leaving her alone. None had paid her any more attention than they had given to the other humans around.

It would be best if it stayed that way.

“—do about the situation?”

“Unknown, sir.”

Glancing to the stairway leading up onto the wall, Alyssa spotted a few familiar faces.

Martin was at the lead, wearing the full armor set he had worn when first meeting with the group of monsters, flanked on either side by his two advisers. Volta was behind him, hanging just a bit back. Upon reaching the top, all four of them stopped suddenly, staring over the edge of the wall. They probably would have stared a lot longer had one of the guards—probably some local captain—not ran up to them. The guard didn’t seem to have much to report on, but he did wind up pointing directly toward Alyssa.

Catching Volta’s eye, Alyssa got a look. Like this was all her fault.

“Prince Brakkt. Princess Irulon,” Martin said as he walked past the guard, tone a bit more on the terse side. “And Alyssa. You know, I believe my life was filled with far less stress before your arrival in our humble little city.”

Irulon’s eyes flicked to Alyssa, turning their regular violet in the process, before she looked to Martin. “Trouble does seem to follow us.”

Alyssa shot her a look, but it was too late. Still, Irulon probably knew that she was being glared at.

“Do you have a recommendation for a course of action? They appeared so suddenly last time and disappeared just as quickly… We didn’t have time to really look at them let alone come up with anything that might be considered a plan of action.”

“As of now? Do nothing, hope they disappear again. They might be fighting infected at the moment, but make no mistake, they are not our allies. If we attack them… or perhaps even consider hostile actions against…”

Irulon’s speech stalled as a pulse of light from the large glow made the land look like the sun had come back for an encore. She, along with most of everyone who wasn’t already looking out toward the swamp, stopped to watch. But there was barely any time to look. The flash died out in seconds. If there had been a storm, and if she hadn’t known better, Alyssa might have suspected that it was nothing more than lightning.

If this had been any other time, any other place, any other situation, she would have dismissed it as a distant lightning strike.

One of Martin’s twin advisers was the first to speak. The taller of the two raised an eyebrow as he looked toward Irulon. “I don’t suppose you know what that was?”

“One of the creatures has been using beams of golden light to attack infected. Perhaps simply a more powerful version?”

“I doubt it,” Alyssa said. As far as she had seen, the Diligences used the same beam every time. There was still the Humilities, a class of the Astral Authority that she had yet to see. It was possible that they had caused it. But… “It was probably the—”

A crack of thunder stole the words from Alyssa’s mouth. Some of the guards dove for cover, fearing an attack. Others readied their weapons, heads darting from one member of the Astral Authority to the next, trying to figure out which one they should act against first.

Even Alyssa crouched down, not quite diving to the ground, but definitely taking some cover. Brakkt and Irulon both remained standing, though the latter’s stance shifted to mirror the wider and more stable pose of the former. Fela crouched down, fur rising.

Martin and his two advisers crouched down much like Alyssa had done, though Martin’s armor wasn’t exactly designed with dexterity in mind. He really only lowered his height by a head. Volta, on the other hand, put a scowl on the double’s face as she turned to glower over the swamp.

“Stay your weapons!” Brakkt bellowed, deep voice carrying even over the panicked shouts of the guardsmen. At his shout, those in charge followed suit, relaying the order up and down the wall.

The thunder wasn’t quite normal thunder. There was just something imperceptibly wrong about it compared to what Alyssa was used to. Normal thunder had a sharp crack followed by low rumbling echoes over the land. This had been similar, enough so that she wouldn’t have noticed had Alyssa been out traveling between Lyria and Illuna. She would have dismissed it as thunder.

Maybe it was just the situation that was making her think it sounded wrong. Either way…

“Irulon,” Alyssa said, pulling out her phone without standing fully. “How many seconds between the flash of light and the thunder?”

The princess’ eyes flicked black momentarily as she looked toward Alyssa. “Thirty-one. Give or take a second.”

A quick use of her phone to look up of the speed of sound and a quicker calculation gave Alyssa an answer that she wasn’t sure what to do with. “Six and a half miles.” She wasn’t at all sure how far away Owlcroft was from Illuna, but was fairly sure that it was something more like sixty to a hundred miles away. Relative to that… “The Cardinal Virtue of Justice might be nearby.”

“Hm.”

“Hm? That’s it?” Alyssa slowly stood only to catch a heavy breeze. It wasn’t nearly as bad as the wind had been at Owlcroft following the Justice’s attacks, but the fact that she could feel it at all made her tense. “This thing is the size of the palace. I hit it with an Annihilator. Several, in fact. Aside from a little steam on the skin and maybe some burnt clothes, it came out of it without trouble and kept attacking the true demon…”

“I recall your first description of the creature.”

“You have a plan then?”

“Question for you first, would the Justice attack random infected?”

“I… don’t know. Probably.”

“While you were at Owlcroft observing the fight in person, was it attacking random infected or just the true demon?”

“The… latter I think. Though it might have also directly attacked me. Or I might have just been in the way. Hard to say one way or another.”

“If the true demon isn’t gathering souls, could it still be engaged in combat with the Justice? Perhaps having been forced away from the pit?”

“If they’re fighting toward us… rather, if the true demon is leading the Justice toward us…” Alyssa grit her teeth as realization struck her. “That stupid demon. Save life my ass. If they bring their fight here, it will be a slaughter,” she hissed, voice quiet to keep from being heard. Luckily, the wind was still going strong. Martin and his attendants would have a hard time hearing much of anything without magical assistance. Brakkt trying to keep the wall guards from provoking the Astral Authority—none of whom had significantly reacted to the flash, thunder, or wind—helped as well.

“I don’t believe we can fight the Justice. I haven’t seen it for myself, obviously, but I trust your description.”

“So then—”

“But what about the true demon? It is the size of a human. Can it be killed or at least contained long enough for the Justice to do what it needs to do? After that, with no high value target, the Justice might just leave. Or at least stop approaching the city.”

“You’re suggesting we go out there?”

“What choice do we have? Either that or we evacuate the city. And that doesn’t seem like much of an option to me. There are too many people, not enough means of transporting food, and there is nowhere nearby that can support so many people. Even assuming we can get the entire population moving in a reasonable amount of time, I can’t see the evacuation being counted as a real success. And if the true demon is leading the Justice here, then who is to say that they’ll stop here? They could end up chasing them to Lyria.”

“Chasing them?” Alyssa shook her head, thinking back to when the Justice first appeared. The Taker had said something at the time. He didn’t attack Alyssa even though he wanted to because his ‘lady’ might not be finished with her. If this is what he meant… “The demon is probably chasing me. So if I leave…”

“Same problem except with you. You would be on the run, never able to stop in a town for long without worrying about the Justice and this demon showing up. Shall we at least see if we can stop the problem at the source?”
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                “You don’t have to come. This is a bad idea.”

“Not hearing you put forth any better ideas,” Irulon said, voice a bit terse as they walked over the top of the swamp. She had made a bridge from shifting shards of fractal glass, taking them right over the top of the knee-deep water. It was a strange spell. It looked like they should have fallen right through it. Or perhaps it looked like their ankles should have been flayed to bits. Yet it was solid enough that even Izsha, walking behind Alyssa and Irulon, got to keep its feet dry and intact.

“I wasn’t talking to you,” Alyssa shot back, voice barely above a whisper.

Walking over the swamp was a nerve-wracking affair. The Astral Authority were still all over the place. So far, they were ignoring everyone on the fractal bridge, but if that suddenly changed, Alyssa wasn’t sure how much she could actually do about it. She had a few Fractal spells from Irulon’s tome that might come in handy, but there were a lot of the stupid things hovering about.

Demons were another concern. So far, Alyssa had only seen one infected since leaving the city walls. The Astral Authority had swiftly dispatched it without anyone else needing to do something. So at least they were good for that. But an infected could still pop out and get a hit in before any of the Astral Authority did something if they didn’t keep their guard up. And if an infected got close, they would have to worry about collateral damage. The Astral Authority were probably not going to attack them directly, but they probably wouldn’t care too much if a Diligence’s beam or an Equanimity’s… bulk happened to clip one of them.

“I wouldn’t even be going if you weren’t because I’m not sure we can do anything about either being. One is taller than a mountain—”

“Last time it was only taller than a building.”

“Whatever. It like… shifts between dimensions or something so whatever I perceived its height to be probably doesn’t matter.”

“Shifts between dimensions? Now I’m all the more intrigued.”

“The other one is a being that might or might not be on par with Tenebrael. So you better have a good plan and some amazing spells that I’ve never seen before.”

“No real plan at the moment except for what I’ve already outlined to you. Distract either one of them long enough that the other will achieve victory. The details can come later on after I’ve had a chance to observe them for a few moments.”

“Which is exactly why the rest of you don’t need to come,” Alyssa said, looking over her shoulder.

Brakkt had stayed back at the wall, both to act as a liaison between any Messages that Irulon or Alyssa might send as well as to try to keep order among the soldiers. But practically everyone else had come. Irulon was present, obviously. Izsha and Musca both came as well, though Izsha wasn’t looking too enthused with the prospect. They were walking alone with no riders. Soon, perhaps, but for the moment, Alyssa and Irulon had both been worried that riding out at top speed might aggravate the Astral Authority. Hence their rather sedate pace during this past twenty minutes of walking.

Fela prowled ahead, trying to give everyone a heads up on any approaching infected. She sniffed the air constantly, but apparently the air was a bit saturated with the smell of demons. It might end up being that she served as an early warning sign in other ways. Luckily, and really the only reason Alyssa was not arguing against her being a good dozen yards ahead of the group, Fela was strong. Empirical evidence showed that she could take a hit from an infected. Especially if they were more of a lower-level infected. Someone on par with the Taker might pose problems.

Had he died again to the Astral Authority? Was he out there, lying in wait?

Probably not. If he was alive, he was probably fighting.

Kasita walked along between Izsha and Musca. She hadn’t said much so far. Being one of the few who had actually seen the Justice, she had to be just as worried as Alyssa was. If she was, it wasn’t showing on her face much at all.

Catal was the final member of their group. Apparently, he moonlighted as some kind of monster researcher for the guild. He wanted a closer look at just what kind of a force the Astral Authority could bring to bear and just what it took to bring them down.

Alyssa wasn’t sure if he believed her claims of the Justice being the size of dragons, but he was going to see it for himself soon enough.

Catching his gaze, he shrugged. “I’m not planning on fighting if I can help it. I trust that these things are dangerous at least. But someone qualified needs to give a real report on them. Still, don’t worry about me. This isn’t my first foray into danger. I have ways of protecting myself.”

“From what is effectively a building falling on top of you? A very sharp building in a roughly sword shape?”

“Well… no. Not exactly.”

“Or hordes of infected that will probably defend their leader the moment we try to intervene?”

“I have some experience in handling those affected by the plague.”

“The Taker is back. Fully sane and probably as strong as Fela over there. Maybe stronger. Might be hard to kill too. Brakkt was unable to take his head off and that was before getting a new demonic body. All the infected might be like that.”

“Alyssa. If it comes down to it, you and I both have several copies of Fractal Lock. We have, through previous experiences, proved that angelic beings are unable to harm those affected by Fractal Lock. These lesser angels should have a harder time. It’s my fall back plan should things go drastically wrong.”

Pressing her lips together, Alyssa nodded slowly. That could work. Though she wasn’t sure that angels couldn’t harm people in stasis. Rather, it seemed a lot more likely that Adrael simply hadn’t had the opportunity to undo the effect. But the theory was sound, at least for the Astral Authority. As long as nobody was using Tenebrael’s power, the Astral Authority would probably immediately ignore anyone in stasis. And they might not be able to take people out of stasis either.

The true demon might be a bit more of a problem. She could probably take people out of stasis if she tried hard enough. The Cardinal Virtue of Justice would probably keep her busy enough that she wouldn’t be able to do anything. Besides that, the true demon was almost certainly under similar rules as to what kept the angels from directly harming mortals.

Her henchmen didn’t suffer under the same rules, but they weren’t likely to breach Fractal Lock anyway…

Though if everyone wound up inside Fractal Lock, the infected could just stand by and wait for it to wear off.

“I don’t suppose you have an Accelero card handy?”

“Actually, yes. And I have you to thank for it. Father never let me into his temporal noteroom. And ever since my… companion came to live with me, he took care to keep the cards out of my direct line of sight as well. Showing Accelero to you was a bit of a slip-up on his part. I don’t think he even conceived of the possibility that you had something like a camera. Though really, he should have considered that you might have perfect memory.”

“You can’t just use Retrograde Cognition to catch a glimpse of spells he uses?”

“And wind up disowned? No thanks. I don’t much care for being a princess, but I do enjoy the opportunities and resources my status affords me.”

“But the Pharaoh slipping up and showing off a spell is fine?”

“His fault, not mine. He should have been more careful.” From a pocket that was nowhere near the tome chained to her hip, Irulon produced a single spell card. “I only have two. It is quite time consuming to create.”

“You could say that again,” Alyssa said, offering a sympathetic nod of her head as she took the card. Her own experience trying to create that card had been… exhausting to say the least. So many cards had been scrapped because of minor mistakes or tiny angles. It had actually made her wonder if it wasn’t possible to create some kind of stencil or stamp, but both would probably be too imprecise with the current technology of this world. At least for something as complex as Rank Six Time magic spells. They didn’t have any laser cutters after all. She was a little more surprised that there weren’t stencils for things like Flame and Light.

“Shall we ride it out from here? The Astral Authority seem to be ignoring us.”

“True.” Six miles away, assuming that Alyssa’s calculation had been accurate, would be a long while before they managed to catch up to anything if they had to go on foot. The draken could slim that time down to only a few minutes.

Alyssa rested a hand on Izsha’s side. “You sure you want to come? I’m not going to let what happened last time happen again… but…”

The draken gently nudged its nose against Alyssa’s hand. It wasn’t running away, so Alyssa took that as a reassurance. Swinging a leg up and over the saddle, she settled into position with a glance to Kasita. The mimic accepted an offered hand, disappearing halfway through being pulled up onto Izsha’s back. Alyssa slid a large coin into her pocket as she looked over to Catal.

“We didn’t plan well for this, I suppose.” He had no horse and no draken. Fela didn’t either, but Fela was a hellhound. Six miles at a mild jog wouldn’t even be a sweat. “Izsha can likely carry you.”

Izsha shot a quick glance at Catal before flicking an eye toward Alyssa. He was a larger man with a bit of size to his armor, so Alyssa could see why Izsha might not be too happy. Still, there wasn’t much other option aside from leaving him behind and alone.

“It’ll be fine,” Alyssa said, mostly to Izsha. “We don’t need to rush. In fact, slower might be better.”

Alyssa offered him a hand, one which he took after eying Izsha almost as much as it was eying him. He settled into the saddle just behind Alyssa. The saddle was Dasca’s saddle this time—Irulon sat in Musca’s usual saddle—which was a bit larger and had needed some good harness work to get it steady. Thanks to its extra size, he wasn’t completely crowding Alyssa out. Just mostly.

With Fela still in the lead, though at a much closer distance, Izsha and Musca picked up the pace. Alyssa spent the first few minutes watching all visible members of the Astral Authority. Just in case. A few paces forward, Irulon was doing the same thing.

One of the closer Kindnesses turned to watch them, but neither it nor any of the others did anything else.

Anything to their little party, anyway. One Patience dashed overhead through the trees, skewering an infected that had already been on its spear against a large stone boulder.

No infected bothered them either, Alyssa noted as they continued on. They were too busy being torn apart by the Astral Authority. Back at Owlcroft after the first Patiences came through their golden portals, the infected had put up a decent fight. Not just the Taker-level ones either. Larger groups of the weaker infected had been surprisingly efficient in turning the tables on anything that got too close.

Alyssa couldn’t be certain how fast they were traveling. It was far slower than draken could go and a good deal slower than their standard trotting speed. Still, Alyssa would have expected that a half-hour of running through the forest would have revealed something. Some sign of the Justice. It was the size of a building. And while she couldn’t see buildings in a neighboring city from a forest thirty minutes away, most buildings on Earth didn’t fly. Or move. Or get into slugfests with supernatural monsters.

The only evidence that there was something around were the trees. The further they went, the more the trees looked broken. Branches were snapped and the bark had been torn clean off the far sides. Leaves coated the ground, torn to shreds for the most part.

It could have been the regular infected and Astral Authority destroying trees in their fights, but there were too many. The effect was too consistent.

And the further they went, the destruction got more and more intense.

“There.” Irulon’s voice was soft, quiet, and tense.

Even still, Alyssa heard her clearly over the sporadic crashes and shouts of dying infected in the background of the forest.

Musca had already shifted direction to go in line with Irulon’s pointing arm. Izsha didn’t waste any time in following after. A quick whistle was enough to get Fela to notice their changed course. A burst of speed had the hellhound moving along right beside Alyssa.

Their new course opened into a clearing after several minutes of movement.

An unnatural clearing. The trees didn’t just thin out to an open area of land. They had been uprooted and thrown to the side, creating an almost log-cabin wall around the entire place. Dirt and rock had been torn up like the world’s largest rototiller had passed through.

It reminded Alyssa of the aftermath of an Annihilator spell. The only thing that was missing was the molten terrain.

Though even that was present at the very center, bubbling up around the Justice itself.

It was kneeling down, bent over completely while grasping its sword. Its pose certainly explained why she hadn’t been able to see it over the tops of the trees further out. But she couldn’t quite figure out what it was doing. At first, Alyssa thought it was injured. Perhaps even dead. It wasn’t moving much at all. The tip of its sword was in the deepest recesses of the crater. Both its hands were clutching the hilt, though somehow it still managed to hold its massive set of scales. The hand that held the scales was illusory, shifting in and out of Alyssa’s sight with subtle movements in the thing’s body.

Looking closer, amid the molten rock at the tip of the Justice’s sword, Alyssa figured out exactly what it was doing.

The true demon’s scythe poked out of the ground just to the side of the sword, casting a dark shadow over its otherwise gleaming silver blade. A hand clutched the scythe’s haft.

Binoculars out, Alyssa spotted it. The true demon, pinned underneath the blade of the Justice. Not skewered, just pinned. The true demon was fighting back as hard as she could, pushing against the blade with all her strength. Alyssa wasn’t sure that the demon was going to get out of this one alive. It wasn’t cutting through the gloves on the true demon’s hands, but the demon was out of options. If it moved even one of its hands, it would likely get killed.

There were no other demonic entities in the area either. No one to come to its rescue. The Astral Authority were swarming around, keeping any that might try to intervene away.

They still ignored the mortals in their midst.

“Might not have to do anything after all,” Alyssa whispered to Irulon as she handed over the binoculars. “I don’t know if you can see it, but—”

“That’s the true demon?”

“You can see it.” That made some mild amount of sense. Trik and the other members of the plague containment team had seen brief flashes of the true demon when it had been fighting with that Patience in Lyria. Any time the two had connected, the demon had been visible.

“Tenebrael help us all… That’s a true demon?”

Alyssa briefly glanced over her shoulder, not wanting to take her eyes off the crater for any length of time, to find Catal staring with his mouth agape and his eyes wide.

“No,” she said as quick as she realized what he was staring at. “That is the Cardinal Virtue of Justice. One of the Astral Authority. The thing that you came here to sketch out.”

“H-How are we to fight something like that? A dragon takes thousands of men and hundreds of highly ranked arcanists just to stand a chance. That is…”

“We’re not going to fight it,” Irulon said, still looking through the binoculars. “We’re here to fight the thing under its sword.”

“The thing holding up its sword,” Alyssa said, feeling a need to point out just how screwed they were.

“Indeed.” Irulon’s hand brushed over the top of the tome. Two cards appeared between her fingers, held out toward the center of the crater. “Unfortunately, assuming my estimations are true, that true demon might actually win despite its position. You might not be able to tell, but I can see it slowly getting ready to throw the Justice off it.”

“You have a plan?” Alyssa said, eying the cards.

“I doubt this will kill it, but it might weaken it. Split Reality.”

The card shifted into a crystal clear shard of glass before launching out from Irulon’s outstretched hand. It flew straight down to where the two beings were connected. The princess was still using the binoculars. Even still, Alyssa could see the two burning red embers of the true demon’s eyes flash a little brighter as she turned her head.

With a second shift of her head, the black leather of her mask connected with the spell.

For a moment, Alyssa thought it was going to end there. Perhaps suicide at a mortal’s hands was preferable to being killed by the Astral Authority. Either because of pride or because mortals wouldn’t be able to kill the demon permanently while the Justice could.

But Alyssa quickly realized that the demon was not splitting apart as everything else struck by that particular spell ended up doing. Rather, it was her outfit that was falling to pieces. The leather bindings and the mask that she had repeatedly tried to get Alyssa to remove.

It was all coming off.

And, even from the distance, Alyssa could see the true demon’s mouth twist into a grin.
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                “Hm.”

“Hm? Hm?” Alyssa hissed, snatching the binoculars back from Irulon to find out the extent of the damage removing that mask might have caused.

So far, it didn’t look like too much had gone wrong. Both the demon’s hands were still clamped around the tip of the Justice’s sword. But every scrap of leather that had once bound her body had fallen away, turned to dust and ash that coated the molten ground surrounding her without actually being consumed. But the ash only entered into Alyssa’s subconscious as a side note.

The demon herself was far more shocking.

With her clothes and mask obscuring all skin save for a small patch around one eye, Alyssa had expected something roughly human beneath. In fact, when she had removed her mask at Owlcroft to give her bullshit speech about how much she loved life and wanted to save it all, Alyssa had seen a human mouth and chin and neck. It had hardly been notable.

But now, things were changing. A rippling motion moved underneath the demon’s skin. Muscles bulged and tightened, twisting her body into a far more bulky form. Horns grew from the sides of her head, jutting downward before curving straight up. Her smile melded into her face. The line between her lips and her teeth blurred until she had no lips… or maybe no skin at all, just sharp teeth that were part of the rest of her face. Where once her skin had been average for a human of an unclear ethnicity, an obsidian black gleam spread over her body, starting from her eyes. Red glow, deeper yet somehow brighter than the lava around her form, followed after the obsidian, making her look like a sculpture carved from fresh volcanic rock.

Her hands lengthened and sharpened in the same way that her grin had shifted into part of her face, twisting into sharp claws.

Claws sharp and strong enough to bite into the metal of the Justice’s sword.

“Sever Reality.”

Alyssa shot the princess a glare as a mirrored dome of fractal magic wrapped around the entire crater. A huge mirrored dome, several times larger than any Alyssa had seen so far. She hadn’t even thought a dome of this size was possible. It might have covered the entirety of Illuna. It was a theoretically impenetrable wall. At least Irulon claimed it to be so. The Astral Authority were beholden to most rules of reality as far as Alyssa could tell, so they might not be able to get inside or outside… without using their portals. The demon could teleport as well, but so long as neither side used their portals, the mirrored dome would contain damage such as that which had caused the crater…

But…

“We’ve screwed up.”

“Perhaps,” Irulon said, voice with a heavy tension in it. Fear. Fear that Alyssa hadn’t heard from her since she found out that her combining with the dragon might have had repercussions. Though it wasn’t quite the same kind of fear, it was around the same level. “The dome should buy us some time to figure out an alternate course of action. But… hm. I feel like I’ve seen this before.”

“You’ve seen the Justice?”

“Not the Justice. The dome with a bright light fighting against an obsidian black.” Black and white eyes tore away from the crater to meet Alyssa’s stare. Slowly, Irulon broke her gaze and shook her head. “Do you recall me saying that there was something I didn’t understand in the revelation that Tenebrael offered me? The pieces have fallen into place. This scene, something about this scene jolted my mind in just the right way. I believe Tenebrael foresaw this. Foresaw us here.”

“I’ll kill her,” Alyssa hissed through grit teeth. “I swear I’ll kill her. She could have said something to me.”

“Perhaps she knew that you would have avoided the situation.”

“Did she at least give you some hints that we can follow? Some clue to resolve the situation?”

Irulon puffed up her chest, smiling. “I don’t think so. She must have faith that we can deal with this on our own.”

Alyssa turned a harsh glare to the faith-struck princess. Irulon might believe such nonsense, but Alyssa knew better. Tenebrael was messing with them again. Maybe this was some experiment with the book. Maybe she did foresee the demon being freed and wanted to give Irulon hope so that they wouldn’t give up.

But Alyssa was keen to the angel’s tricks. Tenebrael didn’t know anything. She wasn’t omniscient.

“Alyssa…”

“Just sit still and… don’t do anything, please.” With this new information, Irulon might be compromised into acting strangely. She might think she was doing something to help Tenebrael, such as freeing the demon. That… hadn’t been intentional, right? Irulon had been trying to weaken or kill it. Nothing more. Irulon…

Would the princess betray her and throw her to the wolves—or demons—if Tenebrael asked it?

“The plan still holds true,” Irulon said, looking back down into the crater. “We just have to give the demon a fighting chance for a short time before we turn the tables.”

“Turn the tables? Turn the tables!” Alyssa thrust a finger toward where the formerly pinned demon was visibly lifting the sword off her. “I would have thought weakening her would have been tough before. What are we supposed to do about that!”

Irulon, without a hint of nervousness, simply looked back down to the crater. “I’m sure a solution will present itself. Tenebrael would not have put us… or perhaps just you in a hopeless situation.”

“The hell she wouldn’t!”

“Have faith.”

“Faith? You— Ugh.” Alyssa eyed the faith-blind princess, wondering how she might get Irulon back to her senses… or if she should just Fractal Lock her now and leave her in the corner of the dome to sit until she could do something to fix the situation.

Alyssa didn’t want to believe that her friend would betray her for a stupid angel, but it didn’t necessarily take betraying her to do something stupid.

A small earthquake took Alyssa’s attention off the princess.

The true demon managed to lift the blade up enough to roll out from under it. The sword was partially embedded in the lava and the demon was back on her feet.

Even with the Justice’s hand reaching for her, she still took a moment to look directly at Alyssa. As with almost every other time they had come into contact, the demon waved a jaunty little flick of her wrist. The Justice’s hand moved fast enough that Alyssa could feel the air pressure change, first increasing with a bit of wind before thinning out as it all rushed back down into the arm’s wake.

But the demon’s wave turned into a backflip, sending her right over the top of the hand. She brought her scythe around in that same movement, angling the chipped tip perfectly to drag a deep wound from the Justice’s wrist clear to its elbow.

“How long?” Alyssa asked without taking her eyes off the fight below, ready to Fractal Lock everyone at the first sign of the Justice’s sword swinging around. “How long can we even survive in this dome with these two?”

“Hard to say. If it swings that sword…”

Catal had hardly moved—his former bravado apparently forgotten, or perhaps he hadn’t actually believed Alyssa about the size of the Justice in the first place—not even reacting to Alyssa fighting with Irulon.

Fela was down on all fours, tail whipping back and fourth. A low growl had been coming from her throat for a while now. Every so often, she looked back over her shoulder, looking directly to Alyssa as if wondering if there was some direction coming.

Unfortunately, she would be waiting a while longer. Barring a swarm of infected appearing inside the dome, Alyssa did not want Fela engaging in combat. Not with the true demon or the Justice.

The same went for Izsha and Musca—the latter of whom as growling almost as loud as Fela.

Of everyone present, Izsha was the most steady. Not frozen in fear as Catal appeared to be. No, Izsha was still moving, but the movements weren’t those of a frightened person cowed by what was in front of them. Izsha was fluid and ready to move as soon as it became necessary.

The air pressure changed again, pulling half a breath straight out of Alyssa’s lungs.

“Split Reality.”

A shard of fractal glass struck the trunk of a tree as it careened through the air. The wood quickly began disintegrating until nothing more than a snowfall of sawdust fell to the ground. It piled up a few feet out, well away from any of their group, but the trunk probably would have kept going had it remained intact.

Irulon didn’t say anything, though she did glance toward Alyssa with one eyebrow slightly arched.

“Can we leave this bubble? They can fight it out without us here as long as they want if it isn’t going to affect the outside world.”

Irulon shook her head. “Not as far as I know. Even Message spells don’t tend to penetrate the barrier. The spell was designed to use the casting point as its epicenter. The size and shape can be changed, but we can only retreat as far as the mirrored wall. It should be some distance behind us, given how large this particular instance of the spell is. Honestly, I wasn’t entirely sure it would work, but that thing is large enough that I had to try.”

“Izsha, Musca, Fela, we’re moving,” Alyssa said before Irulon had even finished speaking. “Fall back as far as we are able.” Instant action was what was required at the moment, not hesitation and gaping at the monstrous fight before them. Instant action required goals. Her first goal was to keep all of them alive. They were in the most immediate danger and needed to act quickly to protect themselves. If the Justice swung that sword while they were this close, they might as well shoot themselves now and get it over with.

Thankfully, none of the mentioned individuals argued. Musca seemed perfectly happy to turn around and start running. Izsha put on a burst of speed, just about flinging Catal from the saddle. Only a quick arm around Alyssa’s waist kept him in place.

Beyond their own personal safety, they needed to protect the people outside the bubble. Illuna was still a ways away, but that could change in an instant if the demon and Justice were allowed to move freely. Alyssa was tempted to tell Irulon to take the spell down and put it back up with only her in the center, but…

Alyssa wouldn’t abandon her friend to the Justice and the demon. Regardless of whether or not the normally intelligent princess was acting in a less intelligent manner because of her faith.

As long as the demon and the Justice were going to stay in their own section of the bubble, the situation wouldn’t get all that bad.

“Behind us,” Kasita whispered, forming herself into existence between Alyssa and Izsha’s neck, clinging to Alyssa’s shoulders.

Alyssa threw her head back to find the Justice’s sword up in the air. Not high overhead like it was going to unleash an overhead strike, but more like it was going to slash horizontally. Standing at its full height, the trees did little to hide it.

“Down!” Alyssa shouted. “Everyone, flat against the ground!” Fractal Locks were on the edge of her mind, but…

The Justice wasn’t targeting them.

It was waiting, posed with its sword ready to attack as the true demon launched herself at its face.

Izsha slid in the loose dirt, skidding to a stop. Musca wasn’t quite as fast in stopping, continuing ahead for several feet. Alyssa sprung from Izsha’s back, hitting the ground with one foot, managing to hop and keep her balance.

Catal wasn’t so lucky. The man let out a shout as he slid through the mud and brush.

Some kind of training must have kicked in for Irulon. Perhaps she had practiced emergency draken dismounts before, perhaps the dragon was helping her decide exactly how to move. Either way, she didn’t waste any time in dismounting from Musca. She landed with far more grace than Alyssa or Catal had. As she dove for cover, Izsha, Musca, and Fela all slid up against the ground. It was an awkward move for the draken given that their bodies weren’t really designed for duck and cover exercises. They wound up mostly lying on their sides.

Alyssa moved to crouch between them and the Justice. Projectile Reflection would keep debris away…

The sword flashed with blinding white light. In an instant, far faster than should have been possible, it was on the opposite side of the bubble.

For an instant, everything under the dome went utterly silent.

Dirt, trees, and rock exploded into the air, blotting out the view of the battle. They hung in the air, reaching the apex of their arc. All at once, with a rush of wind and thunder, the sky started falling.

The Projectile Reflection, Alyssa quickly realized, would not cover everyone behind her from that.

“Irulon,” she shouted. “Have you got something for that?” Alyssa had an Annihilator, but with the dome in place, she might just cook them all alive. Assuming it didn’t reflect off the mirrored surface.

Despite the tricky slight of hand that she used to pull cards out, Irulon did need to pull out the cards from her tome.

Irulon brushed off her dragon hide armor as she stood up. A motion that transitioned seamlessly into pulling up the book.

The first bits of debris started pelting the ground in the distance, the dirt and pieces of wood that hadn’t gone quite so high in the dome. Alyssa saw more than a few bounce away from her. Izsha and Musca wouldn’t be bothered by such small pieces and Fela and Catal were in nearly identical poses with their arms over their heads and necks, but the larger debris was rapidly approaching.

“I wonder…” Irulon said softly. “Reality Sliver.”

A dome, much smaller than the one overhead, formed up, wrapping around their small group.

Darkness fell around them. Not complete darkness. The ten foot area they had was lit as if the moon was high overhead. But the bright golden light emanating from the Justice completely vanished. Along with the light, the falling bits of earth, rock, and tree had disappeared as well.

Even with them out of sight, Alyssa kept tense. Something might still break through.

But Irulon didn’t seem concerned in the slightest. Letting the tome dangle at her hip, she continued brushing herself off. “Nested slivers,” she said in apparent amusement, seemingly to herself. “Huh. Wouldn’t have thought… I think we should be safe in here for a time… unless doing this has released the outer sliver. We should probably check that sooner rather than later.”

Alyssa felt a flash of irritation well up. It was just something about the princess’ tone. The mild amusement mixed with discovery at discovering some new thing bothered her. Or perhaps it was her earlier thoughts about Irulon’s possible betrayal—a complete fantasy generated in her own mind with no real evidence in reality—that made her clench her fists. “How are we going to contain, kill, or otherwise injure the true demon now?” she asked, trying not to grit her teeth as she spoke.

“I know you’re upset.”

“A little,” Alyssa said after taking a deep breath. It wasn’t actually Irulon that Alyssa was upset with. It was a certain angel. Tenebrael knew of Irulon’s devotion toward her. If she planted ideas in Irulon’s mind, toyed with her, or otherwise tried to get her to act in a way that Irulon wouldn’t normally act in…

Irulon pressed her lips together, closing her eyes.

“Tenebrael is…” Alyssa had mostly ignored Irulon’s idolization of Tenebrael. It had been mildly annoying, but ultimately harmless. But now… Alyssa really felt like the princess needed some disillusionment. Now probably wasn’t the time.

But something had to be done. The biggest question was just what. Just saying that Tenebrael wasn’t what Irulon thought she was wouldn’t likely do anything. Irulon already knew that Alyssa was less than thrilled with the stupid angel.

If only she had a recording of Tenebrael from the festival in Teneville. Her comments about her own high priest, her dismissive reaction immediately after taking the souls, practically any moment she had been there except for the actual soul collection part would surely have been damning. In fact, most any conversation with Tenebrael eventually revealed something unpleasant. The real question was whether or not Irulon would agree with that unpleasantness. Alyssa could easily see her making excuses or outright ignoring some things.

But… Alyssa didn’t have any proof or evidence of Tenebrael’s lack of worthiness at the moment. Just her own word.

“We’re going to take the demon down,” Alyssa said, no conviction in her voice despite her best attempt. “Somehow, some way, we’re going to take it down.”

Irulon, still with her eyes closed, simply sighed. Reaching down to her hip, she grasped the chain of her tome. Alyssa just about Fractal Locked her then and there, but hesitated just long enough to watch her unhook the chains and pull the tome free. With both hands, Irulon held it out, offering it to Alyssa.

“What am I supposed to do with that?”

“All my spells. All save for a dozen Fractal Locks and two more Reality Slivers. Just in case. I was thinking about it, considering how your use of magic might trump my own. What if you had cast the Split Reality spell at the demon? Would it have done more damage? Could it have hurt the demon itself? So I thought you might best be the one to put these spells to use.”

“I don’t even know what spells you’ve got in there.”

“You mentioned accidentally turning an older woman into fine red mist the last time you got your hands on it. You didn’t know what was inside then, did you?”

“That was an incredibly different situation. She was an old woman. Not a true demon in its true form.”

“Point still stands.”

Alyssa grabbed the tome, perhaps a bit rougher than she should have, and stared down at the unadorned leather cover without opening the book. Could she just point it at the demon and end this immediately? It could be worth a shot.

But she felt like they needed a backup plan, just in case.

            

    
        037.003 Lost Authority - Sketched Out

    
    
    
    
                Shards of glass hung in the air around Alyssa, swirling in a languid tornado. Each facet of each shard displayed an image. With her heightened knowledge of how the first high level spell she had ever used actually worked, she knew that it wasn’t displaying literally every possible action she could be taking at the moment. Had that been true, the shards would have been overwhelmed by different images of her standing around in ever so slightly different positions. There would be so many infinitesimally small variations in action that would result in roughly the same outcome that Fractal Mirror would never end up displaying anything actually useful.

No. There was a focus to the images in the shards of glass. Some did show her standing around, of course. Some showed her doing rather… unpleasant things to her companions. Even if throttling Irulon sounded cathartic at the moment, she didn’t need the memory burned into her mind as if she had actually done it. Months after her other two uses of the spell, she could still remember so many things that she hadn’t actually done.

It was one of the main reasons why she hated this particular spell. It could be handy, but the lasting consequences of using it were almost a price too high.

Alyssa brushed the shards to the side as she sought something a little more useful.

Thankfully, the vast majority of the shards showed her running around outside their little sliver of reality, directed by her desire and intention to somehow get the demon or the Justice under control. A few showed rather painful-looking deaths. Really painful in the case of the one where an Equanimity skewered her with its scorpion tail before bashing her against trees and rocks over and over again. Luckily, those didn’t actually imprint into her mind. The shards were destroyed the moment she died, negating whatever caused that particular problem. Several showed her getting hurt, but she didn’t exactly feel the hurt, even if she could remember it happening.

Many shards showed her pointing Irulon’s tome at either the demon or the Justice. Not much often happened in the case of the former. Most spells seemed to slide right off the obsidian skin. Shards that would otherwise split the world into tiny chunks might cause a small rash of glowing red lava to appear on the demon’s skin, but nothing more. Even that quickly sealed back into the thin cracks that lined the demon’s skin. That seemed to be the most damaging of all the shards, depressingly enough.

For the Justice, any time she tried attacking it, she generally got ganged up on by the rest of the Astral Authority. They were far less impervious to harm than the demon was, but their numbers were their true problem. An Equanimity eating a bit of fractal glass to the face would kill it, but even Irulon’s tome didn’t have enough spells to kill them all. And while the Justice got injured, its size meant that most spells ended up being nothing more than little paper cuts. In some possible futures, it seemed as if the Justice got hurt a whole lot more than others despite the effect of the spells she used being roughly the same as any other shard. She couldn’t tell why it seemed so injured in some of them. Maybe if Fractal Mirror showed a bit more time… but that probably wouldn’t help. The Astral Authority invariably swarmed her the moment she attacked, destroying the shard in almost every case.

She wasn’t quite sure how long she had been sitting inside the spell, watching the shards. Time went a little strange with a few Fractal type spells. Enough so that Alyssa had to wonder if there wasn’t some relation to the regular Time magic that the Pharaoh used. However, despite all the time she had spent looking at possible futures, Alyssa still wasn’t seeing a solution.

The Justice was definitely far more vulnerable than the demon. That she had learned. The demon was significantly less likely to try to kill her, but she somewhat already knew that, and there were no infected or other demonic entities around to gang up on her. As much as she hated to admit it, teaming up with the demon might be the best option at this juncture.

The real problem was just the minor members of the Astral Authority. In all futures Alyssa had seen, the Justice itself had completely ignored her. Back at Owlcroft, it had mostly ignored her, even when she had been doing Tenebrael stuff like messing with Izsha’s soul. Collateral damage was still an issue, but one that could be mitigated a few dozen times with more Reality Slivers.

With a sigh, Alyssa tapped one of the shards that showed her doing not much of anything. All the shards pressed in on her, squeezing her, crushing her, drawing her into them. And then… they were gone. Alyssa stood in the bubble of separated world, standing among Catal, Fela, Kasita, Irulon, and the draken.

She immediately sucked in a breath, filling her burning lungs.

Kasita was at her side in an instant, clearly worried.

Alyssa waved her off. “I’m fine,” she said between breaths. “Just decided to hold my breath for some reason.” She should have been a little more careful in selecting a course of action. At least she was still on her feet. The sweat slowly beading up on her forehead was easily ignored.

“Any ideas from the future?” Irulon asked. The princess was seated on the ground, cross-legged with her hands on her knees. Her eyes were closed, as if she were in deep meditation. They were probably black and white at the moment rather than her normal violet. Alyssa knew her well enough to guess that. “I have had a few thoughts, but I’ll wait to share them until I learn whether or not you tried them.”

“Nothing much,” Alyssa said with a shake of her head. “We might have to give the demon the assist, reverse our original plan.”

Irulon nodded slowly, as if she had considered a similar thing and had come to the same conclusion. “How easy is it to achieve victory?”

“I didn’t get to see any such situation. The Astral Authority aren’t actually that strong. Fela can tear them apart one on one without problem. It’s just their numbers that are the issue.” Hefting up the leather-bound tome, Alyssa flipped it open. “I don’t suppose there are any spells in here that might cull the herd a bit? I will say that I did not notice any extra Astral Authority angels portaling in. This sliver might hamper them. Or they just haven’t figured out how to get inside just yet but will soon. Either way, if we can get rid of most of them here and now, we’ll at least have a minor advantage.”

“No. Nothing in the book that could eliminate an army.”

“Nothing in the book? So something outside it?”

“Counter-army magic might work. All of which is Rank Six and can unleash wide-scale destruction. One particular spell comes to mind that might vaporize everything underneath the outer sliver.”

“Does that include us?”

“If we cannot create another smaller sliver fast enough, very likely yes. This particular spell is traditionally used only in the most dire of situations as it generally kills the lone arcanist sent to the back lines of the enemy army to prepare and execute the ritual.”

“It’s another ritual?” Alyssa asked with a frown. “We don’t exactly have a month to sit around—”

“Izsha’s ritual was created from scratch. Well, not quite, but semantics aren’t important at the moment. The ritual I am thinking of is already created, tested, and well known—though the details are kept secret to all but Rank Six arcanists in the royal family. The last person to use it was my father’s father’s mother.”

“I see… So it hasn’t been done in quite some time and no one knows the exact details of it and you have no idea whether or not you could get everyone into a bubble in time before whatever this ritual does actually goes off?”

Irulon didn’t answer for a long moment, choosing to remain still as she slowly opened her eyes. Her eyes were black and white, as Alyssa had suspected, spinning rapidly when she finally opened them. “Most of what you say is… mostly correct.”

“In that case, why don’t we table that thought for now… but I guess we might come back to it later on. Is there anything else that comes to mind, anything perhaps a little less cataclysmically deadly to all of us here?”

“Something that stands a chance at destroying the Astral Authority? Nothing particularly comes to mind. As you said, they are just too numerous to fight conventionally.”

“Alright.” Alyssa nodded, looking around to the others. “Other suggestions? Kasita, Fela? Catal?” Turning to the man in fairly bulky armor, Alyssa had to frown again. “Are you alright?”

Catal had hardly moved or even spoke since the sliver of reality had separated them from the rest of the world. He just sat on the ground, staring down at that sketchbook he had brought with him. On it, he had started a drawing. A tiny little stick figure stood next to the much larger drawing of the Justice. Given that the stick figure wasn’t detailed at all, it was probably just there for scale. As for the Justice, Alyssa found herself quite impressed with his drawing skills. He certainly hadn’t been the one to have drawn out that map she had taken a picture of. If he ever decided to retire from the mercenary life, he could likely make a decent living in the world of art.

His drawing obviously wasn’t complete just yet, the whole lower half of the Justice wasn’t anything more than rough lines, but the upper torso and head seemed… mostly complete if not entirely accurate. Or maybe he wasn’t quite seeing everything that Alyssa saw.

The strange way the Justice appeared, with Alyssa being able to look over its arm only to find herself staring at its stomach in the same spot, would make it difficult for anyone to draw, no matter how skilled they were. She didn’t expect a perfect drawing. Such things would have been nearly impossible to represent on a static sheet of paper. But there were other, larger details that she felt should be there.

For one, the Justice had only two arms on Catal’s sketch. Alyssa saw only two arms as well, but the Justice could do odd things like grasp its sword with both hands while still holding the oversized scales out. Or grasping its sword with one hand, the edge of the portal with one hand, and the scales with one hand. All that the same time. Catal’s drawing was completely missing the scales, even though he had the sword drawn in a surprising amount of detail. It only held the sword with one hand, but the other hand was completely empty.

No scales to be seen.

Another thing that was missing were the wings and the aureole. Given how prominent both were, Alyssa had to wonder whether or not he could see them. Six great wings were impossible to miss while the glowing false-halo should have been represented somehow. Probably like old-fashioned religious art like those found in old cathedrals or monasteries.

“Do you,” Alyssa started, looking between everyone else present—they had all failed to answer her question. Pausing, she decided to switch how she was about to phrase her question. “What did the Justice look like to you all? All except Kasita.”

The mimic put on a pout, though it lacked the carefree feeling that Kasita usually gave off. “Why not me?”

“Because you see things differently than others,” Alyssa said without looking away from Irulon, Catal, and Fela. “What are some basics? How many arms did it have? Legs?”

“Two arms. Two legs,” Irulon said without hesitation, earning nods from both the other two.

“Alright. Any equipment?”

Catal and Irulon both opened their mouths, but Irulon paused, allowing the former to answer first.

“A sword the size of the palace. It swung it around as easily as I swing my mace around.”

As soon as he was done, Irulon continued. “A blindfold.”

“But it was all torn up. And its face,” Fela said, leaning forward, eyes burning a bit brighter than normal. “Looked like it had a few of my kind tearing it up for a few days.”

Nodding again, Alyssa looked around, waiting. But it quickly became apparent that none of them were going to say anything. Irulon seemed to realize that something was up. She narrowed her eyes, flicking them to black and white for a moment as she stared at Alyssa. Though her stare only lasted until Kasita started frowning, and her attention shifted.

“Anything else? Any other notable traits or aspects of the Justice that you noticed?”

With no answer forthcoming, Alyssa looked to Kasita.

“It was carrying something,” she said. “Not the sword, but something else. I couldn’t quite tell what it was and it kept shifting around its body into different places. But it was definitely carrying something.”

“Scales,” Alyssa said. “Like the ones Tzheitza has in the potion shop, but much larger ones. It also had wings and a halo.”

“Didn’t see a halo, but I did see the wings. Six of them.”

“The halo doesn’t surprise me. I don’t think there is really any part of it that is real. But the scales…” Alyssa thought back, both to her time inside the Fractal Mirror and while the Justice had the demon pinned to the ground. The first time she had seen the Justice was something of a wash. She had been too awed to actually pay attention and as soon as she realized that Izsha and Kasita weren’t where she expected them to be, she had focused almost entirely on them. But the most recent times…

The Justice and the demon were both vicious fighters. She was a little afraid of what the world outside their small bubble of reality looked like. The incoming debris that the sliver saved them from was the least of what could have gone wrong out there. And that was just the Justice and its collateral. The demon seemed to keep herself contained to damaging it and it alone, but Alyssa had only seen a fraction of their entire fight… presumably.

As Fela had said, the demon had done a number on the Justice. Not just its blindfold and face, but its arms and body as well. Just a few minutes ago, Alyssa had seen the demon slice up the Justice’s arm. Even the sword was chipped and damaged now more than when Alyssa had last seen it. Not to the same extent as the demon’s scythe, but it had definitely been targeted a few times.

It made Alyssa wonder exactly what the demon thought she was doing. Were her attacks actually inflicting appreciable damage? Was she trying to do something else? Protect her other… demon infected things. Though probably not that. So maybe she was just trying to delay until Tenebrael finished her job of kicking out the Astral Authority?

Or was she actually trying to kill it?

“The demon hasn’t attacked the scales as far as I could tell. They were completely without a single scratch. Just as pristine as when I first saw them. Makes me wonder just why that might be.”

Irulon stood, pressing a thumb to her chin as she started pacing back and forth. “A weakness that it is hiding? Or is the demon intentionally avoiding it?”

“They might be similar to the demon’s mask.”

“Damaging the scales would empower it?”

“Can’t discount the possibility, but given that none of you were able to see it… or see it well,” Alyssa added with a glance to Kasita, “I would hazard a guess that the same holds true for the demon. I don’t know why I can see Tenebrael or the true demon, but whatever that is probably lets me see the scales as well.”

“Do you think you can damage them?”

That was the real question. The scales were quite large. A simple bullet from her pistol wasn’t likely to do anything aside from a small dent. Annihilator would probably do something even though it hadn’t been all that effective on either the demon or the sword. Still, if the scales were as tough as the sword, the Justice wouldn’t need to keep them so hidden.

“Very well,” Irulon said, standing. “I think we have a plan then.”

“We have a what?”

“A plan.” Irulon dusted her hands together. “Listen here, we’ve got a shot at this. We just have a few details to figure out…”

            

    
        037.004 Lost Authority - Beneath the Fractured Dome

    
    
    
    
                The bubble fell. The little sliver of reality that had protected their troupe shimmered, broke into shards, and vanished. Brilliant golden light from the Justice forced Alyssa to squint as it chased away the moonlight. It felt all the brighter now that she had spent an hour in relative darkness. A small Light spell that they had sparked up couldn’t compare.

At least the bubble had done its job. Alyssa, along with her companions, sat on a small patch of untouched land. All around them, trees, earth, and boulders had plowed across the landscape. What had once been a relatively scenic, if wet, landscape now looked like it had been attacked by a thousand lumberjacks who had been ordered to break the trees rather than cut them. They had been followed by a massive rototiller that just laid further waste to the area.

As ravaged as the land had been, the Astral Authority looked untouched. If anything, they looked even more numerous. But that was probably just because of how far Alyssa could see now that there wasn’t much in the way.

With the trees felled, there was nothing obscuring the fight between the Justice and the demon. In her unleashed form, the demon was definitely much better off. Alyssa had thought that the demon’s movements had been quick at Owlcroft, but now, she could barely keep track of the demon. She was more of a black blur with some glowing red streaks surrounding her.

The demon darted around, dashing from foot to arm to hip to shoulder, slicing and cutting all without doing any real damage. Even had Alyssa been staring through her binoculars, she doubted she would have seen anything.

But the Justice wasn’t having an easy time of it either. It had seemingly decided to forgo using its sword for the time being. Perhaps it was just a bit too unwieldy, even for such a monstrous being, against the demon as she was now. Its current tactic involved shifting between trying to grab the demon with its hands that were always in multiple places at once and trying to swat the demon out of the air.

It came close to hitting the demon three times while Alyssa watched. All three in the span of a second. A few seconds after each attempt, a heavy wind just about made Alyssa take a step back. Not strong enough to send trees or even people flying, but…

When it next used its sword, it surely would send her toppling through the air.

Alyssa kept a firm grip around Kasita’s arm to ensure that the mimic wouldn’t go flying off again.

They were still toward the far end of the larger sliver dome, still contained within.

Which was a relief to see. Alyssa had been nervous that they would have escaped completely and gone on a rampage outside. If they could be redirected back to Owlcroft, that might be fine. But Alyssa had a feeling that the demon had been leading it closer toward the city, rather than away from it.

Or perhaps just closer to Alyssa. The Taker had said that his master wanted something from her. At the time, Alyssa had thought it was something more sinister, but she now had to consider the possibility that the demon just wanted a distraction. Or an ally?

Alyssa scowled as she walked right up to the edge of where their smaller bubble had been. Pristine forest floor shifted so abruptly into turned up dirt that it felt like she was stepping over the threshold of some portal. Her fingers tightened around Irulon’s tome as she took one more step.

“Ufu~” Kasita’s usual giggle was lacking in enthusiasm. “What a mess.”

“It is probably going to get a lot worse before this is over. I just hope the spell over the battle holds tight. And that they don’t use portals to escape.”

“Tenebrael was plotting to disrupt those. Perhaps you could do the same?”

“Using Tenebrael’s power?” Alyssa asked, raising an eyebrow at Kasita. “I’d have everything in this bubble after me in an instant. Probably things outside the bubble too, given how quickly they reacted to me the last time they showed up. I’d rather keep them ignoring us as long as possible.”

“And when they do turn their eyes our way?”

Alyssa looked around while keeping an eye on the Justice—just in case it swung its sword again. There were simply too many of the lesser Astral Authority to count. Most were far enough away that they were just little fireflies. The mirrored dome didn’t make it any easier. Some parts of the dome made it hard to tell whether she was seeing a reflection or the actual thing.

“We’ll have to trust Irulon.”

“Don’t worry. You can rest assured that I will do my utmost to keep us all intact. Stay safe,” Irulon called from behind. “I will send a message when I am ready.”

“So you said,” Alyssa mumbled as a smaller mirrored dome started forming up again.

She blinked her eyes for just one second.

When she opened them again, there was no sign of a second dome. Irulon, Izsha, Musca, Fela, and Catal were nowhere to be seen either. The ground went from torn up earth with twigs and debris to more torn up earth and more debris. The patch of untouched forest was gone. If she took a step, she would end up moving a good twenty feet, she knew. But…

“How does that spell work?”

“Asking the wrong mimic.”

“Is there a right one?”

“If I am allowed further access to spells and research materials, maybe me one day!”

“When we get back to Lyria. For now… Let’s test the spell.”

“Sure thing,” Kasita said. With a forced smile, her form shifted. A large rock, large enough to hide a small deck of cards, appeared in Alyssa’s open hand.

Alyssa pulled out a spell card of her own after pocketing the rock.

Just in time for the Justice to make contact with the demon. An open-palm strike sent the molten woman flying higher in the air. Without any wings or methods of propelling herself, she couldn’t stop. Faster than a blink of an eye, she met her reflection in the mirrored dome.

The sound of a thunderclap ripped across the landscape, followed by a shockwave. More debris got knocked up in the air.

The world around Alyssa slowed down, dropping to a near standstill as Accelero’s effect took hold. Bits of earth, wood, and even shattered glass all froze in the air. There wasn’t as much as when the Justice had swung its sword and most of it wasn’t anywhere near her, but better to be safe than sorry.

The falling glass had her worried. She stopped and stared, fingering a Message card. Irulon had said that Messages wouldn’t work between the domes, but she was only saying what she knew to be true. For Alyssa, someone who had a penchant for unexpected outcomes when using spells, contacting Irulon might just be possible. And might be necessary. If the outer dome fell, both the demon and the Justice could more easily flee. Even if they stayed in the same general area, their attacks on each other were too destructive to the surrounding environment. Moving even a little closer to Illuna could wind up cataclysmic.

Around the point of the demon’s impact, concentric rings of the shattered sliver spread out like a spider weaving its web. Alyssa sucked in a breath as she watched the cracks form.

But the dome didn’t shatter and fall apart.

Rather, the vast majority of the dome remained intact. The mirrored wall still reflected the ground, Astral Authority, and even Alyssa somewhere up there. Yet there were definitely shards falling from it.

Some facets of the mirror between the cracks around where the demon had struck, where the mirrored surface had once reflected the ground and nothing more, there was something else. Something ominous. An abyss of darkness spread along with the cracks, lit only by the same dark red lines that marred the true demon’s skin. Staring into them made drained all sense of motivation from Alyssa. It was like being at the bedehouse or the pit, except a thousand times worse. All she wanted to do was lie down and curl up in on herself.

Even with Accelero active, Alyssa thankfully didn’t have time to watch and worry over the mirrored ceiling any longer. The Justice moved at a much slower pace than it had before, but it still moved. Focusing her attention on the Justice brought back a mild warmth, driving out the despair of those darkened panels.

Grasping its sword with both hands—all while the scales remained in one of them—the Justice swung from the ground straight up to the ceiling. A blade of wind followed the tip of the sword, rippling through the air slow enough that Alyssa could tell it wasn’t aimed at her.

The hard metal of the Justice’s blade slammed into the same spot that the demon had struck.

Where the demon had caused only a few dozen rings of broken mirror expanding out around her, the sword caused ripples to form across the entire surface, from the crown of the dome all the way down as far as Alyssa could see. Explosions of shattering glass followed the rippling all the way down after a short delay. The entire dome cracked and broke, looking like a massive kaleidoscope.

Light flooded into the world around Alyssa.

The shattered dome still reflected the normal world, but only in a third of the total space. The rest was split between the red-veined utter oblivion that had surrounded the demon and… something new. A world of gold and crystal towers, prismatic light glistening with eerie iridescence. Colors that Alyssa couldn’t even name danced around like little fairies in the mirrored surfaces. The buildings were so tall that Alyssa wasn’t sure whether or not there was actually a ground for them to stand upon. Every second, the buildings seemed to collapse and twist in on themselves like they were shards of Fractal Mirror.

Yet no matter what facet of the dome she looked into, there was always one particular tower that stood just a little more prominent than the rest. Whether it was in the background, the foreground, behind another building, or completely out of sight, it was somehow still there and just a little more important than anything else.

Alyssa wasn’t sure how long she sat there just staring into the various facets. Something about the prismatic world was just… enrapturing. And, somehow, familiar. There was a warmth coming from it. One that completely suppressed that unnatural feeling coming from the darkened facets.

Angels, she realized. Not just one, but possibly thousands. Looking past the shifting buildings and strange light glistening off their surfaces, Alyssa could see them. Sometimes they were in the foreground, tiny compared to the buildings. Sometimes they were just specks off in the distance. Some had only one pair of wings, some had two. Relieved, Alyssa didn’t see any with the full six wings of the Seraphim, though she did see some massive wheels turning in the foreign sky that she recognized from Tenebrael’s brief dossier on angels as being Ophanim.

Movement from the Justice let Alyssa pull her eyes off the shattered dome. It lowered the sword, slowly at first, seemingly inspecting the tip of it despite the blindfold still being mostly intact over its eyes.

The demon wasn’t pinned to the ceiling or skewered on the sharp point of the sword. Alyssa hadn’t seen her flip out of the way. She could have moved just in the nick of time, flipping away in a direction obscured by the sword itself, but the apparent confusion of the Justice said otherwise.

“Kasita?” Alyssa said, voice barely above a whisper. “Kasita? Are you…”

Irulon had said that Kasita might be able to piggy-back through Accelero if she was on Alyssa’s person at the time of casting. She hadn’t used the word ‘piggy-back’ but the meaning was the same. However, pulling out the rock in her pocket, Alyssa just frowned.

“Kasita?”

It wasn’t the time to play games. Kasita wouldn’t sit around pretending it wasn’t working as a joke. Alyssa slipped the rock back into her pocket with a small sigh. With Kasita’s ability to sense the Justice’s invisible limbs, Alyssa had been hoping that Kasita would notice anything she missed. But…

Alyssa started forward, only to stumble and trip straight into her own clone. She didn’t fall, but the same wasn’t true for the poor mimic.

Kasita tumbled to the ground, only to shimmer. But she didn’t disappear. A second Kasita popped up, staring down at herself. “Something is strange,” she said, all too candidly for the situation.

“You’re still in my pocket,” Alyssa said as she removed the rock. Which had to be Kasita. Alyssa was not in the habit of carrying around random rocks. But… “What’s going on? Are you alright?”

“I can—”

“Kasita?” Alyssa asked, reaching forward.

The mimic stopped moving. Almost completely. There was still a little movement to her, much like the world frozen by Accelero. After a moment of her sitting mostly still, her form shimmered.

Another Kasita popped up beside the other two, crossing her arms with a heavy scowl. “I think I’m falling out of sync with the world. It’s the spell.”

“But you aren’t being hurt?”

“I don’t think—”

Once again, Kasita froze.

Alyssa shook her head and just started moving. When Kasita popped up a few moments later, she didn’t stop. “Keep up as best you can. If you aren’t being harmed, I don’t know that we have the time to stop and figure out exactly what is going on.”

“Yeah. I understand. It’s strange, but I think I’m fine.”

Kasita took two more steps alongside Alyssa before her form froze once again. It was a bit distracting, but Alyssa managed to ignore the trail of Kasitas they were leaving in their wake. She had to keep her focus on the Justice as she walked toward it.

With Accelero active, it didn’t move quite as quickly… at least to her perspective. But it wasn’t moving that much anymore in the first place. Rather, its confusion about the missing true demon kept up. It slowly turned its head, looking around the dome from behind its ruined blindfold. Its movements paused every time its line of sight crossed one of the darkened panels of the dome. It never stayed staring at any one spot for long.

“Is that Earth?” Kasita asked, popping up in front of Alyssa and pointing off toward one of the larger intact shards.

Alyssa had to stop. The pane that Kasita had pointed out was definitely not a mere reflection of the world around her. There was an asphalt street, red and green streetlights, and cars. The entire image was upside-down, but Alyssa still instantly recognized it. How could she not? Even had she been away from Earth for a hundred years, she was sure that she would recognize modern civilization.

But that one pane got her looking around. She had previously dismissed all the facets of glass that weren’t showing off the prismatic city or the red-veined abyss. They were obviously different from the local area. Now…

The more Alyssa looked, the less she noticed any actual reflections. Several looked like foresty areas, but taking a closer look, the trees were all wrong. There were pine trees or smaller maple-like trees in the reflections where there larger bulky trees… or just debris should have actually been reflected.

One showed off a desert. A sandy, dune-filled desert. No matter what trees were around or what angle she viewed those trees at, there was no way that any single spot in her immediate area could be mistaken for a sandy desert. Even the crater where the demon had been pinned didn’t look anything like a desert.

A city skyline, more than anything else, cemented the fact that at least some of those facets were showing things other than Nod. And maybe not even just Earth. The skyline was like nothing Alyssa had ever seen. She didn’t have a mental library of all the cities on Earth or the silhouettes they created against a setting sun, but she was fairly certain that the skyline she was looking at wasn’t from Earth at all. There were too many narrow, pointed spires. Most skyscrapers on Earth were square and blocky. Or at least they appeared that way when looked at from the side.

This skyline looked like something from the Jetsons. Maybe not quite so cartoonish, but close. It might have been from the angelic world, but Alyssa doubted it. None of the other views of the Endless Expanse showed a body of water. And this particular panel wasn’t iridescent or prismatic at all.

The fractured dome was showing other worlds. Not just Earth or Nod, but completely new places.

The ramifications of which Alyssa wasn’t sure what to think. She knew that other worlds were out there. Nod existed because of Tenebrael. She was but one of many Dominions. So it stood to reason that other angels were out there, running their worlds in a presumably more by-the-book manner.

Just as Alyssa started wondering if the panes were able to be passed through like a portal—something that could be a problem if an Annihilator wiped out some city a world away—the demon returned. It was a black blob of red-streaked light coming from one of the darkened panels of glass. Launching from behind the Justice, it passed through the glowing aureole and slammed into the back of the Justice’s head hard enough to knock it down to its knees.

Before the Justice could retaliate, the demon leaped off the Justice’s head, disappearing into one of the darkened panels.

Like a rocket, she popped out of another before the Justice could right itself. The thunderclap from the first strike rumbled over Alyssa just as its foot further hammered the Justice down. Once again, the demon jumped away.

The Justice tried to reach after her, but where the demon passed through the dome without any obstruction, the Justice’s hand crashed into it, sending more cracks through some unbroken shards, all of which split off into different views of the abyss, the Expanse, and other worlds.

Alyssa winced, worried about the worlds beyond. But the Justice’s fingers didn’t seem to actually disturb anything on the other sides. The street, for instance, was completely fine. Cars drove by, even directly into the shard of glass, without any notice or care. Even the angels floating around the Expanse didn’t seem to notice the windows into their world… or any giant fingers sticking out on their end.

Again and again, the demon popped out of the portals, knocked the Justice around, and disappeared back inside them.

At no point did the Justice come close to touching the demon. And after a few more kicks, it couldn’t do much of anything besides try to keep itself off the ground. The demon was relentless. Even with the Justice down, she didn’t let up.

But she still wasn’t doing any appreciable damage. It was just hit after hit. She didn’t even have her scythe anymore. Most of her attacks were either kicks or punches… with her entire body weight put behind them. And her body weight compared to the Justice was like a toddler trying to punch an elephant to death.

At least she was keeping it down. With the constant pelting, the Justice couldn’t swing its sword.

“Perfect time to get closer,” Alyssa said… to herself. Kasita froze just in time to miss it. Shaking her head, she started forward.

Only to freeze herself as a black and red blur fell out of the sky.

“Going to help?” the demon asked, mouth hardly moving. Her words came out with a hiss of steam. “Or just stand there and watch?”
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                “What are you doing?” Alyssa shouted as soon as she got over her shock of having the demon drop down right in front of her. It wasn’t much of a shock. As it turned out, having angels and mimics constantly pop up out of nothing had immunized her to most forms of suddenly appearing people. It helped that the demon wasn’t going to attack her. She could tell that much from how the demon hadn’t drop-kicked her on her way down from whatever panel of the broken glass dome she had launched herself from.

No. Alyssa wasn’t worried about the demon at the moment. Not even with her slightly more frightening visage. Now that she was up close and face to face with the demon, Alyssa couldn’t help but grimace. Before, her unmasked face had been normal. Human-normal. Lips. Ears. Nose. If Alyssa were to describe the demon’s mouth now, she would have to say it was more of a maw. Her nose was gone, replaced with little slits highlighted with those glowing red veins that covered her entire body. The ears had vanished as well, replaced with little spikes that matched the larger horns on the demons head. Watching the demon talk in that strange way she had to use to make her speech understandable through the effects of Accelero did not help matters.

It was… quite horrifying, actually.

But the real problem was getting back to its feet in the distance. Or… getting back to its wings? The Justice was getting up either way.

“What am I doing?” the demon said. Despite her strange mouth, the steam coming out with every word, and the slight hiss that accompanied the steam, the demon’s voice was strangely… seductive. And her pose had clearly been lifted from the cheapest rag of a dating tips magazine.

Alyssa hated every second of it.

“What am I doing?” the demon said again, pointing at herself as she shifted her hips. “What are you doing? Do you really have time to stand around and gawk?” As she spoke, she moved to poke Alyssa in the chest.

Alyssa took a step back, careful to avoid letting the demon touch her. If the demon actually tried, Accelero or not, she wouldn’t be able to avoid her. But, luckily, the demon was not trying. “I’m not gawking. I’m trying to get into position so that when we’re ready, we can try to take that thing out.” Her head snapped back and forth between the demon and the Justice, trying to keep both in her field of view at the same time.

Which revealed another problem.

The Justice stood fully upright. Both of its hands were clasped around the hilt of its sword.

It clearly intended to try attacking the demon again.

The demon that was right next to Alyssa.

“Could you go back up there and keep knocking it around?”

“I could. But—”

“But? Why is there a but!”

“It just seems like I’m not getting much out of this deal.”

“Deal? Deal!” Demon. Of course. It was something she really should have expected. People back on Earth had a phrase. If you’re good at something, never do it for free. And at the moment, the demon was the best at keeping that Justice down. “How’s this for a deal: You keep that thing face down in the mud and I’ll do my best to get rid of it?”

“Hmm… Doesn’t sound that enticing.”

“Enticing?” Alyssa’s head snapped to the Justice as it shifted. The sword was raised as high as it could be, preparing for a straight downward slash. The tip hit the dome’s ceiling, sending another wave of cracks through it. But the sudden stop seemed to give the Justice pause. A moment of confusion to get the demon to act.

“Having the Astral Authority off your back doesn’t sound enticing?”

“Tenebrael will get to that eventually. All I have to do is wait—and I am a very patient being. The Astral Authority won’t kill me before she gets around to it, even if they have managed to temporarily… undo my work on many of my fellow brethren.”

“They killed them?” Alyssa said, eyebrows raised. “The infected?” She really should concern herself more with the Justice and its impending sword. But she did have a few Annihilators up her sleeve and that had worked last time. If it didn’t work, she doubted that she would be able to run fast enough to get away from the shockwave. Especially not if the demon followed her, thus keeping Alyssa at the center of the Justice’s aim.

“Temporarily.” Despite the emphasis, Alyssa wasn’t sure that there was much conviction in the demon’s steam-filled voice.

“Well maybe you could temporarily go beat that thing down so we can keep haggling. You might be able to take a hit from it, but I can’t. If I die, you won’t be getting much out of this deal either way.”

The demon reached forward like she was about to brush Alyssa’s cheek. “I could bring you back.”

“No.” Alyssa jumped back to keep away from the demon’s hand, just about stumbling over one of Kasita’s clones in the process. “Absolutely not.”

“You might not have much choice in the matter,” the demon said, looking up to where the Justice had shifted positions to get the sword ready to swing. It wouldn’t be quite as big of an attack as when it had nearly leveled the ruins of Owlcroft, but that had honestly been overkill for everything but the demon.

“I’m pretty sure Tenebrael wants to eat me and Iosefael wants to… whatever normally happens to souls. You’re going to have some competition and, right now, the Justice is after you. You might want to bring your expectations of what you’re going to get out of this down a few notches before I decide to just take care of it all on my own.”

A blast of steam came out of the demon’s mouth. There might have been a burst of a laugh somewhere in there, but the hiss covered it up. “On your own?”

“That was the original plan,” Alyssa said, eyes never leaving the demon—thankfully she was standing between Alyssa and the Justice. That let her watch as the Justice refocused and angled its sword to swing in a wide sweep toward the ground, fully within the large dome. “Last chance to make a realistic demand.”

Steam leaked out from the corners of the demon’s maw. She didn’t say a word for a long moment, simply choosing to stare as she slowly tilted her head. “I think I’ll pass and… see how this plays out.”

“Damn it.”

“Aw, did I call your bluff? Need me after all?”

“Kasita!” Alyssa shouted, focusing all her attention on the Justice.

“Done with your—” “—one sided conversation? Good, because I’m starting to crowd myself out,” she said between freezing and popping up again.

And she was right. There were a good twenty Kasitas around. A few looked to be interacting with each other. Two were shaking each others’ hands. Another two were engaged in some kind of dance. Four were… posing? For…

It really wasn’t the time. Both for wondering at the mimic’s antics and for staring at them. Alyssa spared enough time to shoot a shrugging Kasita a dirty look.

“What? It was boring. And I might never—” “—have this opportunity again.”

“Is this going to interfere?”

“No.” Kasita said, smile disappearing. “I’m ready.”

“Good. Because we’re out of time.”

Kasita reached into her own chest, withdrawing a single spell card. “Just give the word.”

The demon took a step back, crossing her arms as she watched. Alyssa tried to put the monster out of her mind as she watched the Justice. It was the real threat.

But it wasn’t swinging its sword. It looked like it was ready. There was nowhere else to move to get more of a swing on its sword. But it just wasn’t attacking.

Why? The Astral Authority were like computer programs, designed to carry out a specific task or two. It wouldn’t stop just because she was near its target. And it hadn’t before. Granted, she had been connected to Tenebrael at the time, but it certainly hadn’t cared for the safety of Kasita or Izsha. Alyssa glanced at the demon, wondering if it was watching and waiting for her to make a move before committing to an attack. Even for it, that sword had real mass that couldn’t simply be ignored. It did, after all, obey at least some of reality’s rules. From a standstill, the demon could easily jump and move out of the way as it had done before.

“Plan B it is.”

“Blue Flare,” Kasita said.

A blast of teal flames launched high into the air. High enough that, when Irulon came out from her dome to enact her part of the plan, she would be able to see it and know what Alyssa was trying to do.

“Should have agreed with me,” Alyssa said, offhandedly glancing at the demon.

The demon didn’t have any eyebrows to raise, but the change of her face might have been one eyebrow raising in amusement. One amused eyebrow up turned to two in surprise as three sets of Spectral Chains wrapped around her body. Arms pinned to her side and legs pulled together made even the demon a simple thing to knock off balance.

“Shame the Taker isn’t here to free you this time. You let him die like the rest of your minions?”

“Plan B is… suicide?” the demon asked, craning her head up to see. Despite falling into dirt and loose brush, her obsidian face was entirely clean. “Even if I couldn’t get out—”

Whatever the demon was going to say, she didn’t get a chance. The Justice obviously calculated that the odds of hitting its target were in its favor. Its entire form flickered and, along with that flicker, the sword flashed into motion.

Even with Accelero, Alyssa had less than a second to react.

Continuum Split. A combination of Irulon’s research into Fractal magic and her father’s Time magic. Apparently developed together, according to the briefing that Irulon had given her a few minutes ago.

Alyssa stood still, holding the chains that kept the demon from moving. At the same time, she started running. The blade of the Justice’s sword was frozen in the air only a football field away—far too close for her liking. She could see the wave of pressurized air that its sharp blade created as it failed to cleanly slice through like a heat haze around the entire thing.

Time was… effectively stopped. Again, not completely. Had she used the spell alone, she might have suspected that time was completely stopped. That was what Irulon claimed the spell would do, in any case. But with the Justice and how fast it was moving, with the demon and how she was slowly struggling, Alyssa could tell that there was still some movement. It wouldn’t last forever. In fact, relative to the caster, it was only supposed to last a few minutes at most before the spell would… snap, had been Irulon’s word. While she wasn’t sure what snap meant exactly, a few minutes should be more than enough.

She had a secondary card had Continuum Split not worked as advertised. Another Reality Sliver. But… looking at the sword that close, she wasn’t sure that she would have been able to get it off before that sword took her head off.

Or just turned her into a fine red mist, as was likely a far more plausible outcome of it coming anywhere near her.

Kasita, already a stone and back in her hand, was not shifting or leaving duplicates of herself anymore. Hopefully that meant that everything was alright. If it wasn’t, Kasita wouldn’t be harmed by physical attacks anyway. It might be hell to find her after everything, but she would be fine.

With time slowed to an even further degree, Alyssa managed to run and hop, using Shorten Distance, a fair way. She didn’t run away from the Justice. Rather, toward it. She slipped directly underneath the sword, glad its pressure wave didn’t act like a solid wall, and kept running. Behind her, she erected a series of walls. Not physical walls, but a different version of Reality Sliver. The same version that Irulon had used to block off the entrances to the church basement at the Juno Federation Outpost. Irulon had suggested that they might be used as an emergency shield against debris when a full dome would be impractical or unnecessary.

Alyssa was hoping that they would act as a wind break. And a debris shield. And… an anything shield, really.

The ground disappearing out from under her was another concern. When that sword hit, shit would hit the fan. A sliver of glass underneath her would help, but she would have to be careful. If she dismissed it and there wasn’t anything underneath, she might end up falling to her death. So many ways to die, so little time.

Irulon had created a bridge of Fractal magic to get over the swamp on their way out of Illuna. Being a highly ranked spell that Alyssa hadn’t ever cast before, she hadn’t wanted to test any strange side effects when using it.

Instead, she started laying out long stretches of the slivers directly underneath her. The Justice was still over the large crater, now hovering rather than kneeling or being beaten down. Her boots gave her enough traction, but it was a good thing that it hadn’t been raining. The mirrored surface was smooth as the glass it resembled. They created something of a bridge over the crater.

Skidding to a stop directly underneath the Justice, Alyssa built up several more walls of the impenetrable Reality Slivers. She terraced them on top of each other, leaving not even the slightest crack save for a small hole the size of her arm directly overhead. The hole wound up covered up as well. She wasn’t sure how the air pressure from the Justice’s attack would act if it wasn’t sealed.

The second there were no holes, Alyssa chose the split she wanted. The version of herself that had done nothing aside from stand still, holding onto Spectral Chains, vanished from existence. There wasn’t any disorientation. Just a sudden feeling that she was once again alone.

Thunder crashed against her small chamber at the same time. Air flew about her head, throwing her hair around. There were a few cracks in her perfect construction. It felt like a hurricane physically slapping her face, but it wasn’t slicing her apart the way a stream of pressurized water might have done.

Kasita popped up, only to be thrown back against one of the mirrored surfaces before she had a chance to get a single word out. Her form froze a second later. No duplicate popped up until after the rush of wind died down.

Alyssa dismissed the topmost sliver the second she felt safe in doing so, though she kept herself ready to dive to the sides of her small chamber should there be any debris overhead.

But there wasn’t. The Justice stood overhead, legs bent slightly as it hovered a few dozen feet up.

The sky—what little of it existed beneath the larger dome—was filled with debris. Dirt, rocks, trees. The usual. But in the area around the Justice, everything was perfectly clear. As if it was warding it all away with its presence alone.

That worked for Alyssa.

“I see it holding the scales in its hand,” Alyssa said. “But both hands are holding the sword.”

So far, it hadn’t tried lifting the sword back up for a second attack. It simply stared somewhere out of Alyssa’s line of sight. Presumably the demon… or whatever was left of it. Though if the demon was dead, Alyssa would have expected it to retreat back to wherever it came from.

Just can’t catch a break, can I?

“We’re going to run out of space if this goes on for too long,” Kasita said, popping up and already glancing at two frozen clones of hers.

“All the more reason to answer my question quickly.”

That particular instance of Kasita did not answer. A new one popped up on the other side of Alyssa. “I see it around the left shoulder right now, but it changes any time the Justice makes a large move. Not waiting for Irulon’s signal?”

“It is still at the moment. Might not get another chance.”

A third instance of Kasita popped up, spell card already in hand and aimed at the gap in the slivers. “Violet Flare.”

“Violet?” Alyssa said as the purple ball of fire flew off, well away from the Justice. “What’s—”

“Now!” Kasita shouted. “Hit it now if you’re going to hit it! Quick, before—”

Gritting her teeth, Alyssa held her hand out the hole in the top of her protective shield. Annihilator card in hand, she adjusted slightly to try to get the Justice’s full left side in the blast.

The blindingly brilliant beam of her Annihilator blocked out all sight outside the shield. The mirrored surface inside the shield didn’t help. She pinched her eyes closed as hard as she could and it still felt like staring into the sun. But at least there wasn’t a giant laser beam incinerating her.

~Alyssa. If you do not wish to die, you need to use a full Reality Sliver in under twenty seconds from when I say now. Do not leave its safety for at least one half hour outside the effects of Accelero. Get ready… now!~

She had been planning on holding the Annihilator active as long as possible. Now…

Irulon’s timer was going. Unlike Alyssa at the best of times, Irulon counted time accurately in her head. She couldn’t delay for an answer from Kasita.

“Ugh!”

The Annihilator beam collapsed as Alyssa clenched her fist. With the heat gone from her face, Alyssa squinted.

The Justice was injured. One wing was missing entirely. The rest were in flames. Its entire backside looked like someone had tied its legs to a truck and dragged it over some bumpy country roads for a few miles. There wasn’t any actual blood—just gaps into the core of light that filled its being—but it was injured. Which was more than Alyssa had managed to do with several Annihilators back at Owlcroft. She had been aiming for the sword at the time, but the point still stood.

Looking around as Alyssa grasped for a Reality Sliver card, Alyssa couldn’t find the scales anywhere on the Justice. There were metal chains and a drooping bar, but no actual scales.

Only as the mirrored dome started forming up around her reflective shelter did Alyssa realize that the Justice was not floating anymore.

It was falling.

Just before the spell finished, the Justice must have hit the outside. Cracks ran across the shell. The solid panes of mirrored glass changed, every single one showing off the prismatic city of towers and angels.

The Endless Expanse.
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                Alyssa stayed for ten minutes, just sitting and waiting for something to go wrong. Accelero was still active—if something did go wrong, she wanted the extra speed. That meant that she would have to wait another thirty minutes before canceling the spell, but that might just be worth it.

So many things came to mind. From the Justice having compromised the structural integrity of the sliver before it left reality proper to lesser members of the Astral Authority portaling their way in to try to kill Alyssa for harming the Justice. From the demon doing basically anything to Irulon’s spell not caring at all about the boundaries of the sliver and killing everyone in the area. Which applied to Irulon and her group as well. They could be having the same problems that Alyssa was thinking up.

“They really probably aren’t having those problems given that we aren’t having them,” Kasita said as fast as she could. She had taken to speaking extremely quickly partially unintelligibly to get as much out as she could before her form froze. “The real question is whether or not we killed the Justice.”

“I don’t know that it was ever alive. Those things are… things. The angels are bad enough,” Alyssa said, eyes drifting from one shattered panel to the next. “But the Astral Authority is on a whole other level of robotic.”

Kasita had frozen again. There was no way of knowing how much she had actually heard, but it didn’t really matter to begin with. Alyssa had been dodging the question more than anything else. She didn’t know the answer. Other members of the Astral Authority could be killed relatively easily. Relative to real angels, in any case. But the Justice was a tier higher than them. Attacking the scales had been pure guesswork. It seemed to have done something, but with Irulon’s countdown, there hadn’t been time to find out exactly what.

Frankly, Alyssa hoped it wasn’t dead, but was injured enough that it had to retreat back to wherever it came from long enough for Tenebrael to finish her thing. If it was dead, its corpse would likely stick around for far too long. At its size, it could take years for it to disintegrate if it went at the same rate as the rest of the Astral Authority.

“So. That’s Tenebrael’s homeworld, is it?”

“I assume so.”

“Pretty.”

“Ehh. I think I would die from an epileptic seizure if I had to live there… and I don’t have epilepsy as far as I am aware.”

“I’m going to pretend that I know what those words mean and just nod my—”

As Kasita froze again, Alyssa walked around the mirrored platform. Unlike the dome around them—or sphere rather, as it went all the way around—the platform had been unaffected by the Justice falling on it. The bottom portion of the sphere, the part that had still been forming when the Justice fell, reflected nothing at all. Just mirrors and Alyssa if she leaned over the edge. Any part of it that would have reflected the Endless Expanse was distorted and strange. The only thing that could be seen was that one central tower that was in every single panel no matter how impossible that should be.

For instance, one of the shattered panels showed off the interior of one of those towers. A handful of angels were gathered around in some kind of meeting. Maybe a casual get together, if angels had those sorts of things. Despite there being no windows and no doors, Alyssa could trace a detailed flourish on the wall to find herself staring at the exterior landscape which had that one tower in the dead center.

She was fairly certain that two of the cracked panels were showing off opposing views of the city, perhaps from the tower itself. It was mostly guesswork. The constantly shifting cityscape gave her a headache on par with the math Tenebrael had tried to show her. But there were no commonalities between the views aside from the tower in the dead center. She could tell that it was the same tower thanks to the mass of angels swarming about it. Most of the rest of the Endless Expanse seemed almost vacant. Not quite completely empty, but empty enough that there weren’t more than a handful of angels in any one spot.

Except for that tower.

“Can they not see us?”

Alyssa turned to find Kasita right up against the wall of the sphere. The floating bridge of slivers that she had created to get to the Justice was still intact, leading right to the edge. Kasita wasn’t actually touching any part of it, but she was leaning awfully close with her hands behind her back.

And she froze again.

But Kasita was right. As with the outer shell, none of the angels had taken notice. If there had been cameras where these panels were positioned, one four-winged angel would have just flown right into it in her rush to get to the large tower. The angel didn’t pause or look around or otherwise take note of anything amiss.

Alyssa took out her phone and started snapping pictures. She wasn’t sure just what use it might be, but if she could replicate the effect, she could spy on the Expanse. And on the angels. For whatever that was worth. Perhaps it would help Tenebrael in some way. Irulon would probably like to take a look too. Alyssa couldn’t be certain that the larger dome outside would stay the way it was long enough for anyone to see it, so pictures seemed sensible.

Oddly enough, pictures worked properly whereas the mirror didn’t. And the picture of the group of angels didn’t show the tower anywhere. It captured the scene as Alyssa saw it before she started looking too hard. She honestly wasn’t sure what that meant, but at least the pictures didn’t give her a headache.

While taking pictures, Alyssa tried to spot any angels that she knew, but there were literally thousands of them and she could name four and had only seen two or three others besides them.

Experimentally, Alyssa walked up beside Kasita’s frozen clone. She carefully brushed the tip of one of her fingernails against the formerly reflective surface. It clanked when it hit. Unlike that crazy whiteboard math that Tenebrael had drawn, and unlike how the demon acted with those darkened panels outside, this was not some portal into another world.

Alyssa had to admit that part of her was somewhat disappointed. The particular pane of glass she was tapping her fingers against looked like it was suspended over a bottomless pit between the large buildings. Walking through it would probably lead to her death. Even if she used some spell to slow her fall, she could easily die of starvation if it truly was as bottomless as it looked. None of the buildings in that other world looked like they were connected to any sort of ground. But they didn’t exactly float either. It was like looking at that one optical illusion of the three pronged tuning fork except multiplied an infinite number of times.

There was also the very real problem that, while she might not be in any direct danger from the angels because of their rule that mostly kept them from harming mortals, Alyssa wouldn’t put it beyond them to lead her into a trap, summon the Astral Authority to do their dirty work for them, or just imprison her until she died of starvation. Iosefael had already admitted that they weren’t above indirect methods of dealing with their problems.

Which was why Alyssa tensed when she noticed a new Kasita’s arm halfway through the mirror.

Alyssa grabbed her by the shoulders and yanked her back. “Can we please not draw the attention of a million angry angels?”

“I didn’t think my hand would go through it!” Kasita shouted, genuinely shocked tone in her voice. “Yours didn’t… There are really a million angels back there?” she said a little softer, looking at her hand as she turned it one way then the other. “I really can’t tell.”

“There are lots of them and… you’re frozen again.” Accelero’s effect on Kasita was really starting to get annoying. If Alyssa wasn’t worried that they would need the speed, she would stop it immediately. But for now, she focused on the world beyond, watching for any change in the angels’ behavior as a result of Kasita’s arm being in their world.

Angels were not omniscient. Kasita’s arm was one tiny speck in the Endless Expanse. The panel with the bridge next to it wasn’t even near the large tower with most of the angels around it… probably. It was actually really hard to tell with how space seemed to twist in on itself in that other world. But none looked to have deviated from what they had been doing before. Or, at least, none were flying over to inspect it.

Most of the angels didn’t seem to notice. So that was a good thing. The real problem were the white feathers drifting about inside the sphere.

It was… strange. Every other time Alyssa had an angel appear around her, it had been in real time. Now, the feathers drifted so slowly that they were still exploding out from a central point. There was a silhouette in there, like the cocoon of a monarch butterfly. Except feathery. In the center was a bright golden light that Alyssa couldn’t remember having seen before on an angel’s arrival. There were never any flashes. But yet, there it was.

The light faded out a whole lot faster than the feathers could expand out. It gave Alyssa ample time to see just who was slowly unfurling from that cocoon.

Just a single pair of white feathers with a red dress was all Alyssa needed to identify who it was.

Archangel Adrael.

The one angel who had demonstrated an intent to cause direct harm. Though she didn’t appear to be much of a danger at the moment. Alyssa had never actually gotten to watch an angel appear. Tenebrael liked to pop up from out of view. So did the rest, now that she thought about it. Even the ones who hadn’t known that she had been watching, like the angel in the alley that had taken the soul from Chris’ clone, still managed to pop up quick enough that letting her eyes drift to one side had been enough to miss the actual appearance.

In slow motion, it was really flashy and drawn out. Adrael was doing that thing from shampoo commercials where she was standing up from a crouch to send her hair flying back behind her. If Tenebrael popped up in even a remotely similar manner, it was no wonder that she kept doing it behind Alyssa’s back.

Shaking her head, Alyssa held out a card. An instant later, Spectral Chains lashed out and wrapped around Adrael. It was… really quite pathetic compared to how tense Alyssa had been about the Justice. Tenebrael could escape from Spectral Chains, but Kenziel hadn’t. Or, at least, Kenziel hadn’t really tried. Tenebrael had shown up and bullied her into submission before she could. Still, her lack of action at the time was encouraging.

When the flash fully disappeared, Adrael opened her eyes. It was slow motion, but much quicker than Alyssa would have expected from any mortal. Surprise on her face shifted to anger about as fast. With as fast as she emoted, she sure didn’t speak clearly in the slightest. It took a full twenty seconds for her to get a single word out and Alyssa had no idea what that word was supposed to be. Or even if she had spoken a full word.

“Got to speed it up,” Alyssa said, pointing to her mouth. “I know you can. Unless demons can do things that you angels can’t. Wouldn’t surprise me, but it would disappoint me.”

Adrael blinked much faster than she spoke, looking affronted. She opened her mouth and…

Some kind of noise assaulted Alyssa’s ears. A high pitched warble. It only lasted a second but it left Alyssa’s head spinning.

“Jeeze,” Kasita said with a big wince. “The demon figured out how to talk to you on the first try, didn’t she?”

“That was trying to talk to me?” Alyssa said, rubbing her forehead. “I thought it was an attack.”

“I guess the demon did get to—” “—observe you for a lot longer than this thing has.”

“Can you even see her? Or hear her?”

“About as well as I can see Tenebrael. I based my guess off your reaction—”

Alyssa dismissively waved a hand. Not that Kasita saw it. Her frozen forms were really starting to pile up. She might have to start popping up in a smaller form. A gremlin, maybe. Or a kitten. But…

“I knew I smelled something from this corrupt world,” Adrael sneered. Her voice still wasn’t perfectly matching Alyssa’s speed. It was, however, understandable at this point. “What have you done, Alyssa Meadows? Release me at once.”

“No. I don’t think I will. That sounds like a bad idea.”

“You abomination. You couldn’t just sit quietly, quarantined on this nightmare of a world, could you? What are you trying to do to the Expanse?”

Alyssa didn’t even have a real response to that. She wasn’t doing anything. This whole scrying chamber was the Justice’s fault. Entirely. Would Adrael believe her? That was irrelevant. The real question was whether or not it mattered if Adrael believed her.

The answer was no. Not at all.

“You sensed Kasita’s arm? So it really was in the Expanse then? Not an illusion?” Back to the panel of glass, Alyssa rapped the knuckles of her free hand against it, finding it just as solid as it had been when she tried to pass her fingernail through.

“I’ve spent enough time here that I would recognize a part of it anywhere.”

It was something unique to Kasita then. Or perhaps mimics in general. Irulon had mentioned that Kasita wasn’t wholly within this reality, or world, or something. Without discussing with Irulon or Tenebrael, that would be Alyssa’s primary guess as to why Kasita’s arm could slip through whereas Alyssa could not.

“What about the other Archangels? The other angels in general? You’re saying that none of them noticed because none of them have been here? They certainly don’t look like they noticed,” Alyssa said with a glance toward the panel showing off a few angels inside a room.

“Those fools? They sit about trying to decide whose quarter-century reports have progressed the most? They wouldn’t know a real problem world if they were chained up under your…” Adrael trailed off, devoting most of her energy toward trying to spread her wings and break the chains.

A fruitless endeavor.

“So there is no backup coming? No cadre of angels teleporting in to rescue you?”

The struggling stopped immediately. Adrael looked up, red eyes narrowing. “What are you saying?”

“Oh come now,” Alyssa said, fighting to keep a smile off her face. This was it; she had a chance to solve at least one of her current problems. Possibly more than one. “You angels might be trapped in your own programming, but you aren’t that stupid. I’ve got you trapped and at my mercy. I might be willing to release you if you do a little something for me. And if you don’t… I’ll have Kasita stick her head into the Endless Expanse and start shouting about how you harmed a mortal.” Adrael tensed, but Alyssa didn’t let up. “Something like that will work regardless of whether or not you are here. So even if I let you go and you decide to betray me…” Alyssa waved to one of the frozen Kasitas before continuing. “I gathered from a few other angels that such things are heavily frowned upon. You might even be reclassified as a fallen angel before morning.”

That was mostly guesswork, but it seemed to work. Adrael opened her mouth, snapped it shut, glared for a moment, and opened it again. “What do you want?”

“As an Archangel, you’re in charge of getting a world on track with… ‘the plan’ or whatever it is, right?”

“Yes.” The response was clipped, but instant.

It was hard to avoid smiling at that.

“The Astral Authority—”

“Is here?” she asked, perking up. “Are they finally dealing with Dominion Tenebrael? Have my pleas been answered?”

“Don’t look too excited. Tenebrael is handling them. We were using demons to occupy their attention, but the demons have been… disappointing.”

“Demons? Demons?” Her eyes narrowed to thin slits as she looked Alyssa up and down. “You disgust me.”

“Yeah, yeah. Get over yourself. The point is, there are a few out there that have been annoying me in particular. I want you to go tell them to find something else to occupy their time with. Tell them about some other world with a rogue angel mucking things up. Do that and I’ll let you go. I’ll even forget that you skewered a human and a draken with your staff.”

“I want that staff back.”

“Do this for me and maybe we’ll talk about your staff.” Like how it’s in Iosefael’s hands.

“You think I can just walk up to the Astral Authority and order them around? The Seraphim are their leaders. Not me. Not any Archangel.”

“And what if they are acting on their own? How much weight would your word carry? Enough to get a Justice off my back?” If the Justice was still alive. There was every possibility that Alyssa had killed it. Or that the demon had come back and finished the job in the time since Alyssa sequestered herself and Kasita away. Or even that Irulon’s spell had dealt the final blow. Any one of those options was plausible.

Adrael looked to be considering the prospect. Unfortunately, she shook her head slowly. “I don’t think it will work like that.”

“Shame.” Yanking Adrael off her feet, eliciting an undignified squawk from the angel in the process, Alyssa moved forward and pressed a foot down in the small of her back. “You’re going to sit right there and you’re going to be good. No attacking me or my friends. I’m sure Tenebrael or Iosefael or someone will be here someday. Until then… Do you suppose Fractal Lock works on angels?” Alyssa said, glancing to the latest instance of Kasita to appear. “Because I really don’t want to have to hold onto these chains for any length of time. And you need to stick your head into the Expanse and start shouting about Adrael.”

“Only one way to find—”

“Wait! Wait I’ll try. Don’t… say anything.”

Alyssa raised an eyebrow. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”

            

    
        037.007 Lost Authority - Of Thrones and Deities

    
    
    
    
                “It’s been twenty minutes,” Kasita said, staring at Alyssa’s phone. “We’re almost to the point where we can leave, according to Irulon.”

“Let’s give it another ten, just to be safe.” As Alyssa spoke, she stared around their sphere, watching, trying to decipher exactly what the angels were doing off in that other world. The vast majority seemed to simply fly about, usually toward or away from the main tower. Every once in a while, two angels would stop and chat. Sometimes it looked entirely coincidental. As if they were two school buddies who just happened to stop at the same coffee shop at the same time. Others met with far more premeditation. Like the group inside the one room, they went to a specific spot and waited for other angels to show up.

There was an overwhelming amount of angels with only a single pair of wings. Members of the Third Sphere, Guardian Angels, Archangels, and Principalities. There were a few with four wings, but Alyssa could probably count the ones she had seen on one hand. Which made sense. Dominions would be off on their own worlds, running and managing things. Virtues apparently spent most of their time in some great archive near the Throne. Authorities… were probably the ones that Alyssa had seen. They were the repairmen of the angelic caste. And they had no relation to the Astral Authority.

Of those with six wings, the only ones that Alyssa had seen were the massive spinning wheels in the sky. Ophanim. Beings tied to the movement of reality itself. According to Tenebrael, when they moved, everything moved. If they ever stopped their languid rotation, everything would stop.

They were covered in eyes. Maybe it was Alyssa’s imagination, but it felt like a good chunk of those eyes were staring directly at her. Then again, that was probably just a coincidence. Each one of the Ophanim were supposedly the size of planets, and they were close enough to Alyssa’s points of view that it looked like something out of a science fiction movie more than how planets appeared from Earth’s perspective. With each one of them having perhaps millions of eyes, it was perfectly plausible that a number of them would have been facing in her direction no matter where she was.

Alyssa tried shifting side to side, but there wasn’t any obvious movement in the eyes. Whether that was because they weren’t staring at her or because there wasn’t enough room on the platform to get their eyes to shift wasn’t a question she could answer.

“Not worried about Irulon?”

“No. Whatever else is going on with her, I don’t think she is suicidal. She had a plan. A plan that you knew about but I got left out of, but a plan nonetheless. What was up with the violet flare, anyway?”

“Kill ‘em all.”

“Wasn’t that green?”

“That was the plan to kill ‘em all but we were taking care of the demon. Violet was the same but replace demon with the Justice.”

“And what was I doing during all this? How come I didn’t know—”

“I think you were holding your breath.”

“Oh… But that would have been before… Of course, who am I kidding. Irulon probably had all these plans ready to go before we even showed up, didn’t she?” Alyssa shook her head.

“She only got to yellow before you started holding her breath, but I gathered that there were several others.”

Alyssa almost asked what the other plans were before deciding that it probably didn’t matter. Both those plans were far more vague than the two plans they had come up with after Alyssa had joined in the planning session, so they were obviously vague prototypes that hadn’t been intended to be used. Probably.

“But anyway,” Alyssa said, “it isn’t Irulon I’m worried about. That Archangel has been gone for twenty minutes.”

“Worried she figured out that she could order the Astral Authority around and is now setting up an ambush while we’re trapped in here?”

“Well, I am now.” Alyssa eyed the sphere around her. No sign of any portals or feathers—aside from the feathers on the angels in the Expanse, of course. If she was setting up an ambush, it was taking a while. “I was worried that she just ran off even despite the executioner’s axe we’ve got over her head.”

“I’m sure it isn’t anything to worry about. Just trap her in those chains if she shows up. Annihilator the Astral Authority. I’ll hop over to the Expanse and start telling—”

Kasita froze solid again just as a flurry of feathers exploded into the sphere. She froze of her own volition, though. Alyssa had deactivated Accelero in order to monitor time accurately. With Accelero no longer active, the feathers fell with their usual speed. In an instant, Adrael flew between them and the wall, spreading her arms and wings wide as if to physically stop them from entering the Expanse.

“You promised,” Adrael said, voice barely above a whisper.

“I’m surprised you didn’t try to take our heads off with your shield.”

Adrael flinched, arms and wings both drooping. “Harming mortals is not something I take lightly.”

“You sure seemed to take it lightly back when you tried to kill my friends.”

“That was…” The Archangel clenched her fists. “You ruined hundreds of years of work and manipulation. In a single afternoon, everything I had been building up wound up demolished and shattered. I was not in a proper state of mind.”

“Is that the secret then? You just got so mad that you got to ignore your programming?” Tenebrael had been wondering about Adrael’s flouting of angelic rules. As far as Alyssa knew, she had yet to find out how Adrael managed to do so. Getting a little information couldn’t hurt, though she wasn’t sure about telling Tenebrael. First of all, telling Tenebrael that she would have to get really mad just sounded like a bad idea all around. Still, it was good to know for her own reasons. She might have to start being a bit nicer to Tenebrael in the future. Avoid touchy topics and the like.

Adrael nodded slowly. “I just… moved on my own. By the time I realized what had happened, you had just taken off my arm.”

“All I did was chain you up. You were the one who called your shield back to you and failed to catch it.”

“A miscalculation. As I said, I was rattled. I even thought you were an angel at the time. One like Tenebrael that had gone astray. After all, normal mortals can’t perceive angels.” Adrael’s eyes narrowed as she looked down at Alyssa. She wasn’t making any movements that might be considered hostile. Probably trying to avoid getting chained up again. Alyssa had her spell cards ready, but as long as she was getting information, she didn’t feel a need to change their precarious status quo. “It wasn’t until later that I realized just what you truly are.”

“And just what do you think I am?”

“An abomination. A failure in all the systems of the Plan. A dark secret, an aberration that has been kept suppressed for all time by the Throne. You are a being that the Seraphim were originally created to destroy.”

“The Seraphim were created to destroy me? I’m not even thirty. From Tenebrael’s talk, the Seraphim and the Throne have been around forever. Literally.”

“I’ve been doing research on you, Alyssa Meadows. It hasn’t been easy. The Virtues don’t respond well to questions involving you. It is tough. I have to find ways around it. But in doing so, I’ve discovered that you aren’t the first mortal who has been able to see divinity as easily as you might see a flower.”

It was a bit surprising that more people who could see angels was a surprise to Adrael. Tenebrael had mentioned someone else on Nod who had seen and conversed with her. Then again, maybe it wasn’t that surprising. If it was something innate to Alyssa that she had possessed for her entire life, only seeing an angel in the minutes before she was supposed to have died probably meant that lots of other people like her would never actually get the chance to use that ability. Tenebrael was extremely active on Nod, and possibly had been even more active whenever her other conversation partner had lived. So it made sense that she would have found one while other angels wouldn’t have.

Not wanting to interrupt Adrael while the angel was freely divulging information, Alyssa didn’t voice her thoughts, choosing to simply nod her head in a prompt for her to continue.

“I noticed something interesting. The first record of a Seraphim existing coincided with the first sealed record of something relating to you. The first mortal to have seen an angel? Or simply a coincidence?” Adrael shook her head. “My guess is on the former. But this has had other interesting and, in some cases, disturbing implications.” Adrael took her eyes off Alyssa. She turned slightly, drifting from one side of the sphere to the other only to turn back and drift over. Pacing, in a sense. “I had thought that Seraphim were the oldest among us. And that might still be true. But if the first Seraphim only came about after mortals began their existence, then they can’t possibly be older than other angels. In fact, they would be the youngest. And yet, no matter who I ask, no matter how old they might be, I can’t find a single angel who can remember a time before Seraphim were created.

“So what happened?” Adrael asked, staring at her upturned palm. “Were all angels from back then destroyed to make way for the new, current host of angels? If so, has such a thing happened before? How many times? If they weren’t destroyed—and there are some angels who do claim to be as old as the universe, quite convincingly, I might add—then what? Did they have their memories rewritten? The Throne would definitely have the power to rewrite every angel’s memories. Theoretically speaking, the Throne should even be able to rewrite reality to the point where Seraphim had always existed. But that doesn’t seem to be the case. Or if it is the case, the records were left untouched.” Looking to her other hand, Adrael glared. “Or are the records wrong? If so, are the incorrect commits deliberate? A mistake?” Both her hands dropped to her sides as she stared around the sphere, looking into the Expanse from multiple angles. After a moment or two, she sighed, looking back to Alyssa. “Every time I think I’ve answered even one question, a hundred more present themselves. You are… beyond vexing.”

“Sorry,” Alyssa said with a casual shrug, not feeling sorry at all. “I’m just a normal person who has wound up caught up in all this nonsense thanks to Tenebrael.” Adrael scoffed—either at Alyssa calling herself a normal person or at the mention of Tenebrael’s name… or both—but didn’t interrupt. “I just have a question that might help you figure out some of those answers.”

“You have yet another question to add to my pile?”

“It’s something all you angels have been dancing around ever since I first started talking to you all. You all say ‘the Throne’ but you never mention the one who actually sat on the Throne. Who was it? What kind of person was it? Was it the kind of person who would rewrite memories? Falsify records? Or even destroy all the angels and start over from scratch?”

Adrael’s eyes flashed. For a moment, Alyssa feared that she had offended the angel. Spectral Chains were at the forefront of her mind, ready to contain Adrael at the first sign that anything had gone sour. But whatever anger had momentarily taken over Adrael dissipated. She sighed, looking away.

But she didn’t answer.

“You don’t know, do you?” Alyssa took a guess. Something about the way Adrael had been forthcoming about the history of the Seraphim and her theories on the subject only to freeze up at the mention of the Throne’s occupant made her think.

And it wasn’t just Adrael. Tenebrael, Iosefael, even Kenziel. All of them referred to the Throne. They never said a name or talked about an individual who directed the powers of the Throne. Alyssa hadn’t even heard the term ‘god’ which seemed highly applicable in this situation. There was no Zeus. No Buddha. No Jehovah. The Throne did this. The Throne wanted that. The Throne created everything.

An object, presumably inanimate and unthinking on its own, had risen to a state of ultimate apotheosis in the eyes of the angels. The Throne’s occupant didn’t factor into the equation in the slightest.

“The Throne is impossible to ignore,” Adrael said, staring off into the Endless Expanse. “You can’t avoid it. No matter where you look, it is there. You see it too, don’t you?”

“The large tower in every pane of glass?”

“Perhaps your senses aren’t as attuned as I thought,” she said with a ghost of a smile. “Even here on this truly cursed world, the Throne looms over us without needing these pale reflections of the Expanse.”

“Well sorry I’m not an angel.”

Adrael dismissed the notion with a shake of her head. “However, with as omnipresent as the Throne is, its occupant is… was not. I received my orders from the Throne. Only the Seraphim would get a direct conversation. Any direction, change in strategy or tactics, alteration to the plan, or other instructions that went out to the angelic host would come from the Seraphim, oftentimes not even directly from them either. They would tell a Virtue who would tell a Principality who would tell one of the elder Archangels who would finally pass down my mission to straighten out this world. In fact, since my creation, that was the only direct instruction I ever received from the Throne.”

“So you never once spoke with or otherwise meaningfully interacted with this… Deity. I assume you don’t know his name, so why don’t we call him that?”

“I don’t think gender applied at any point.”

“That’s really not relevant to my point, but okay. What about Tenebrael? Iosefael? Would either of them have interacted with Deity?”

“Doubtful. It would have been the same process. Throne to Seraphim to whoever to them.”

“So nobody at all would have any idea about a possible personality to Deity except maybe the Seraphim, who seem to have been intentionally created with no personality or even basic drive themselves and are currently completely nonresponsive.”

Adrael hummed, looking toward the panel that displayed the large tower most prominently. “They were created, at least in part, to act as a barrier between the Throne and the rest of the angelic host?”

“Don’t ask me. I don’t know anything about you angels and your organization. And I know even less about the Throne.” In fact, Alyssa could safely say that she had learned more about the Throne in the last five minutes than she had learned over the entire course of her interaction with other angels. Even that wasn’t that much. Mostly because it seemed as if angels didn’t have a good grasp on the Throne’s history or capability. Which might not be their fault. Not if the Throne had truly manipulated them, either by memory wipe or by remaking all the angels anew.

And the Throne manipulating them wasn’t even remotely far fetched. After all, as Tenebrael complained about, the higher up in the angelic hierarchy an angel got, the less free will they had. The more robotic they became. Tenebrael, through some deal with the demons, had managed to break at least part of that. It would be interesting to find another Dominion and compare them with Tenebrael, just to see how different Tenebrael truly was. But that wasn’t likely to happen anytime soon. It was just an interesting thought experiment.

“I think I have some more research to attend to,” Adrael said with a sigh. “More questions. Now about the Throne itself? If information about you is sealed away, I can only imagine how difficult it is going to be to dig up even minor details about… the Throne.”

Still referring to Deity as the Throne. Alyssa had to wonder if that was part of their programming.

“As for you,” Adrael’s eyes narrowed. “You keep yourself quarantined on this world. The Endless Expanse is not for mortals in general. They cannot survive the twisting and folding of reality there. But you… you would probably find a way to destroy everything. Shut all this down,” she said, waving around the sphere. “Just live out your life and then die like a good mortal. Maybe then I can go back to getting work done.”

Alyssa glanced over at the silent Kasita. She looked fine. Her arms were both there, at least. The twisting and folding of reality, as Adrael had put it, didn’t seem to have affected her. Which might have had something to do with her being more or less intangible. A dagger going through her head wouldn’t even be an inconvenience. Why would her arm folding in on itself be anything to worry over?

“What of the Astral Authority?” Alyssa asked, looking back to Adrael. “Did ordering them away work?”

“Didn’t find any,” Adrael said with a shrug.

“None?” Alyssa perked up. Had Tenebrael finally gotten around to kicking them off the world? If so, Alyssa and Irulon could have just sat tight for a short time.

“Not in the local area.”

“Oh. But elsewhere?”

“There were some on this world, but I interpreted your instructions as ordering away those that might have been near you.”

“I see.” So her efforts had not been useless after all. “No sign of the Cardinal Virtue of Justice?”

“None.”

Alyssa drummed her fingers against her leg, wishing one of the shards of glass showed outside the sphere instead of the Endless Expanse. Had the Justice disintegrated much faster than Alyssa had been expecting? Or maybe it was Irulon. “Were there any demons out there?”

“There was nothing out there. At all. Not unless I ventured as far as the local human city, but I suspect you aren’t asking about them.”

Tensing, Alyssa’s thoughts raced to Irulon, Fela, and the draken. Had they been caught up in whatever Irulon had done? But a thought occurred to her regarding the sphere she was in. “You checked in a place that was also surrounded by a dome like this one, right? Or did you go back to the rest of the world?”

Adrael looked around, not through the panels to the Expanse, but simply around the sphere. She had something of a sneer on her face as she did so. “You’ve borrowed a bit of Dominion Tenebrael’s power as a Dominion to create something of a partitioned world. If I didn’t know it existed from when the relic breached the barrier between here and the Endless Expanse, I wouldn’t have known that it existed at all. Frankly, I am surprised such a thing is possible.”

Alyssa let out a small sigh. That meant that the Justice could still be out there. It also meant that Irulon was likely still out there. Even if Adrael had simply gone one level up and found nothing, Irulon would be in another sliver of reality. It was odd that the Astral Authority wouldn’t be out in the forest, but if they had managed to hunt down all the infected in the area out there, there probably wasn’t much reason for them to stick around.

More of an interesting note… Adrael hadn’t found the bubble one level up. Alyssa filed that bit of information away as being potentially useful if she ever did have to fight angels. For the time being, however…

“Why don’t you stick around for a moment longer. It should be safe to collapse this spell. If the Astral Authority are still around, you can try to wave them away. And if you do so, I’ll make sure that no one runs off and informs the rest of the angels about your little… incident with your staff.”

“Which I still want back.”

“I said we would talk about that after you got rid of the Astral Authority. If they left on their own, you didn’t technically get rid of them, did you?”

Adrael narrowed her eyes, glaring at Alyssa for a moment before putting on a small smirk. “So you’re saying that I should go find some of the Astral Authority, bring them here, let them harass you for a bit, then send them away so that we can talk?”

Alyssa glared back at the angel. Even if Fractal Lock worked, she would still have to recast it every twelve hours. If she slipped up even once, Adrael would escape. Would she actually risk coming back with the Astral Authority, potentially risking recapture? Possibly. She wouldn’t actually need to come herself if she could order around the Justice.

It was too much of a risk for Alyssa to keep up the rules lawyering. “We’ll just play it by ear, how about? Let’s get out of here first and then we can talk.”

            

    
        037.008 Lost Authority - Snow Globe

    
    
    
    
                It was like a scene from a snow globe.

A very hot snow globe with no water to cool everything down.

Alyssa stood on the floating reality sliver that had once been directly beneath the Cardinal Virtue of Justice, which itself was above the deep crater where the Justice had pinned the demon down. There used to be a forest around the crater. A mostly destroyed forest thanks to the Justice’s sword, but a forest nonetheless.

Now? There was nothing. Not even a stump was left behind. There wasn’t even a single blade of grass. A heat haze hovered above the ground, which would have made everything shifty like a mirage, but there wasn’t anything to shift around. Everywhere Alyssa looked, there was nothing but flat, smooth terrain.

Dusk grey ash drifted throughout the sphere. Most had, thankfully, settled into a snowy blanket covering the ground. But there was still enough that Alyssa had pulled out a small handkerchief from her satchel and pressed it over her mouth and nose. It wasn’t completely working. She could taste the ash on her tongue.

The view of the Endless Expanse, the demon realm, and all the other worlds in the larger dome was completely occluded. Some of the fractured panels glowed with a little light that managed to pierce the layer of ash. But there wasn’t any way to see the actual worlds behind them. Only about a third of the dome was lit in such a way. Alyssa had to assume that it was the Endless Expanse shining through. The demon world had been dark even before the ash and the Earth-like worlds weren’t as bright.

If not for the impending suffocation hazard, the scenery would have been quite pretty, even with as empty as it was.

“This must be from Irulon’s ritual,” Kasita said, looking around. “I hope she’s alright. Shall I try a Message?”

“Go ahead.” While speaking, Alyssa tried to keep her mouth as closed as possible and her tongue as close to the roof of her mouth as she could. The less ash that got into her lungs, the better. Even if it meant swallowing it with saliva. Her stomach could probably break it down a whole lot better than her lungs. “But we need to leave. Right away. I’m not going to be able to survive here for long. Unless Adrael wants to clear the air?”

Adrael, floating just above Alyssa, just glared. “Having you die here would be advantageous to me.”

“All those questions you have about me and the Throne might just become impossible to answer.”

“I’ll live,” she said, voice flat and uncaring.

“You’ll never find out what happened to your staff.”

That got Adrael’s attention. She tried to hide it, but there was a very subtle twitch in her wings and the start of a snap of her head toward Alyssa. “What do you mean, what happened to it? What did you do?”

Alyssa just shrugged as she started walking. The bridge of reality slivers was still up, but all the segments that were outside the smaller sphere had a good few inches of ash covering them. Between the fine grain of the ash and the perfectly smooth surface of the reality slivers, it was like walking on a sand dune made from ice. Alyssa had some spells to slow her fall if she did end up slipping off, but landing even lightly in the caldera of ash would knock it back up into the air. Keeping the air as clear as possible would be necessary to get out of this place without suffocating.

She was trying to think of all the spells in her deck for any that might help with that, but there wasn’t anything like Draw Water for air. At least not in her library of cards. Maybe somewhere out there. Neither did she have a water breathing spell, an air filter spell, or anything else that she thought might work. Maybe an Annihilator would atomize the ash to the point where it wouldn’t matter, but the dome was large enough that even her beams would only hit a fraction of it all. Unless the dome reflected the beam, which was still a concern.

Despite Adrael’s presumed concern for her staff, she didn’t come to Alyssa’s aid. Iosefael could probably be bullied into helping and Tenebrael might just offer on her own. Assuming clearing the air didn’t break any rules, which it might. But even if it did, Tenebrael would probably be willing to teleport Alyssa out. Kasita might wind up left behind, but Kasita didn’t seem to be having any problem with breathing or walking around.

Hopefully Irulon had a better solution. The draken and Fela would otherwise end up walking around, breathing in the ash. Alyssa had just gone through hell to save Izsha. She didn’t really want to do it again unless absolutely necessary.

“Any response from Irulon?” Alyssa asked as her feet hit solid ground.

With all the heat and ash, she had been a little worried that whatever Irulon had done would have turned the ground into glass and that it would be just as slick as the reality slivers. But this, she felt she could run on it if necessary. At the moment, Alyssa wanted to avoid that. Sprinting across the land would not only kick up a bunch of the ash, but it would make her breathe harder too. At the moment, her rag seemed to suffice. She wasn’t feeling like she needed to cough.

“Not yet, I…”

For a moment, Alyssa thought Kasita had frozen again. Accelero wasn’t active, but she had gotten so used to it that it was basically expected at this point.

“She’s somewhere out in this ash field.”

“Really?” Alyssa let out a small sigh of relief, glad Irulon was safe. She had professed faith in Irulon’s skills earlier to Kasita, but she would have been lying if she said that she hadn’t been worried in the slightest. “I would have expected to see her from where our sphere was.” It had been at an elevated position. But… relative to the rest of the dome, Irulon and the draken would have been small dots in the distance. The heat haze must have disguised them. The shimmering grey on grey overlapped what tiny dots her friends would have been.

It was much hotter down near the ground than it had been on the sliver platform. The ash didn’t burn her bare skin and her dragon hide armor protected the majority of her body, but even the snowflakes that had been drifting through the air landed with the feel of a heated blanket. And it was getting warmer. Her head and hair was almost completely covered at this point. She couldn’t see her face, but she was sure that it was coated as well. Every new bit of ash that clung to her just helped to insulate the rest.

She was fairly certain that she had heard stories of heaps of ash spontaneously combusting. Having that happen to her would be… unpleasant, to say the least.

In the distance, a fireball shooting straight up distracted Alyssa from her impending fiery demise. “That has to be Irulon,” she said as she pulled out her own Fireball spell card. It was a spell that she had probably used once and never since then. There were just more useful alternatives, or less lethal alternatives, for most situations. But acting as a signal flare? Alyssa couldn’t think up a better use for it. Technically speaking, Kasita had a few actual flare spells. But they all had meaning based on their color. The situation might appear over with at the moment, but Alyssa didn’t want to cause any confusion.

So a fireball it was.

Irulon’s fireball didn’t look like it was far out. There was a limit to how far it could be with the dome in place, but even relative to that, Irulon was probably only a few minutes worth of walking away.

But the ash was slowing Alyssa down. She couldn’t make haste through it. Not even if she was willing to ignore the ash she would end up kicking into the air. The real problem was what the ash might cloak underneath. A small divot in the otherwise smooth blanket might be nothing to worry about, or it could end up being a pitfall. Suffocating to death underneath a ton of ash that would collapse on top of her sounded like an even worse way of dying than spontaneous human combustion.

Alyssa took her time in heading toward where that flare had come from, making sure that the ground could support her weight before fully committing to any step. A tactic that did not go unnoticed by her companions.

“If you aren’t going to lie down and die, would you mind picking up the pace?”

“Maybe if you would clear this ash away, I wouldn’t have to watch my footing so much.”

“Want me to run ahead?” Kasita asked. “I shouldn’t have much to worry about. Irulon probably has a way to get rid of or survive inside this place. And I can keep an eye out for anything that might trouble you.”

“Getting separated would be bad. If I do fall into a pit full of ash, I need you to know where I fell so that you guys can recover my body and let my mother know what happened.”

“You’d figure a way out of a pit. Even if you had to use an Annihilator to get rid of the ash. And if you used an Annihilator, Irulon would see.”

“Can you turn into a bird? If you could fly to Irulon, you might be able to keep both of us in sight.”

“I could, but I don’t think I could fly very well.”

“The ash in the air?”

“No,” Kasita said with a small giggle. “I just don’t know how to fly. Never bothered to learn. Might be fun to do so, I should think about it—maybe as a proper harpy rather than a little bird—but that doesn’t help us at the moment.”

“We’ll just keep walking then. Our impatient angel can either help out or quit complaining.” Adrael opened her mouth, but Alyssa interrupted before she could start. “Don’t make me chain you up and gag you.”

Adrael’s mouth clicked shut. Alyssa tried to look like she was ignoring the glare, but she kept an eye on the angel. Iosefael, Kenziel, or Tenebrae, she might have ignored. But not Adrael. The one angel who had demonstrated the ability to harm mortals had to be watched, even if keeping her eyes open was painful with all the ash.

Irulon wasn’t as far off as Alyssa had thought. It helped that Irulon had started moving toward Alyssa when she fired off her own flare. Thankfully. All the ash clinging to Alyssa’s eyelashes was making it almost impossible to walk in a straight line, let alone keep Adrael in sight.

And Irulon did have a way to combat the ash. Again, thankfully. Though that had been more or less expected.

A dome surrounded Irulon. Not a dome like the sliver overhead, but intangible dome of swirling wind. It kept the ash at bay while leaving the interior clear. Walking through it felt like a slap in the face—hopefully a slap that knocked most of the ash off her—but the interior was blissfully calm.

Though Alyssa had to go back outside the dome, grab hold of Kasita, and drag her inside. The poor mimic got flung across the ashfields when she tried to walk through on her own.

All of Irulon’s group were present. The draken, Fela, and Catal. No one had wound up left behind. No one looked particularly good either. They were all just as coated with ash as Alyssa was. Fela and the draken in particular looked worn down. Fela’s fur was matted with the ash, something she was trying to clean through vigorous combing with her claws. It really didn’t seem to help much, but whatever spell Irulon had active whisked away the ash into the swirling cloud, keeping the air inside clear enough to breathe without worrying.

Facial expressions on the draken were always hard to read, but Izsha just had this look to it that spoke volumes about how done it was. The eyes. It was something about how those slit pupils were half-lidded and staring without really focusing on anything.

“Full disclosure,” Alyssa said once they were all safely on the inside of the shield of swirling winds. As she spoke, she took a fresh rag from her satchel and tried to wipe the ash off from around her eyes. “Archangel Adrael has decided to follow me around until I tell her what happened to her staff.”

“Which you could do now that you can breathe, right?” Although Adrael said she wanted to talk about her staff… her eyes were locked onto Irulon. She wasn’t even blinking.

Alyssa clenched her deck of cards, wondering if she shouldn’t just chain up Adrael now before the Archangel had a chance to do anything. She internally debated for a moment. So far, Adrael was being cooperative. But…

Spectral Chains lashed out. There was no sense taking more chances. Adrael’s wings, already spread out, strained against the links as the chains constricted around her. But she didn’t break them. A light tug pulled her out of the air, dragging her to the charred ground.

“What are you—” Adrael started shouting.

“I don’t like how you’re looking at my friends,” Alyssa said, wondering if she sounded like someone overly obsessed and protective.

“Archangel Adrael,” Irulon said, narrowing her eyes at the chains. Adrael was almost certainly invisible to her, but the spell was not. “That was the one who…”

“Yeah. She was.”

“Hm.”

Alyssa sighed, glaring at Adrael. “We can talk later. For now, just… sit and don’t make a fuss.” With one more sigh, she looked to Irulon. “Are you all alright? Looks like you guys have been through the wringer more than I have.”

“I needed six spells cast at once while simultaneously performing the ritual. Only Fela was capable of assisting in the spell casting due to the high rank nature of the spells.”

Fela stopped trying to clean her fur long enough to give Irulon a withering glance. “I hate magic. I had to hold three of those papers at once without dropping them or she said we were going to die.”

“There was a bit of an inferno to outrun as well,” Irulon added. “It might have all been for nothing. I didn’t even see any of the Astral Authority when I dropped the sliver to cast the spells. I’m not saying that there were none, but I presume most fled or otherwise dispersed after you felled their leader.”

“I did end up killing the Justice then?”

“Or you forced it to retreat. No sign of the demon either. Though I suppose I might have a hard time noticing its presence.”

“The last time I saw her, she was chained up right in the path of the Justice’s blade. Which I assume could actually kill her if it hit?” Alyssa asked with a glance toward Adrael. If it couldn’t, there wasn’t much point to their fighting.

Adrael didn’t respond. Her teeth were clenched together and her glare was fixed on Alyssa.

At least she wasn’t staring at Irulon.

“Is there any reason to stay here?” Alyssa asked. “The Justice and demon are gone. I’d like to get back to Illuna and make sure that nothing went wrong over there.” Brakkt was keeping an eye on things, but there were still so many elements to worry about. Demons, Astral Authority, the monsters, the visitors from Yora, the Illuna guards. Probably more than that. They had only been gone a few hours, but so much could happen in only a few hours. All one had to do was look at what had been accomplished here.

The Justice, gone. The Astral Authority and demon along with it. A few acres of forest had been completely destroyed, burned to ash. And not just the forest. Everything that had been living in the area was gone as well.

“Leaving would not be a bad idea,” Irulon said with a nod.

“Good. I need a bath. But…” Once again, Alyssa glanced off to Adrael. For a moment, Alyssa considered just dragging Adrael around until Tenebrael showed up. Which was something that Alyssa hoped would be sooner rather than later. Unfortunately, sooner in this case might mean days off. She had to sleep sometime and couldn’t keep Adrael locked up forever. So… “Iosefael has your staff.”

“The Principality slave to Tenebrael?”

“Is she a slave? I don’t—”

“Why does a Principality have my staff?”

“Would you rather it have stayed in the hands of a mere mortal?”

“You are not a mere mortal, abomination.”

Alyssa opened her mouth to deny Adrael’s likely not-so-baseless accusation, but hesitated as a better idea came to mind. “So you would rather I have it.”

The angel glared. “Release me,” she said, voice a low, angry tone. Her mouth barely moved as she spoke.

Alyssa let the chains drop from around her, keeping ready in case she had to cast the spell again. But her caution was unnecessary. After just one more moment of glaring, the angel exploded in a flurry of feathers. All of which got swept up into Irulon’s whirlwind before disappearing. Alyssa snapped her head around, looking to make sure that the angel didn’t just teleport somewhere else nearby. But she couldn’t find any evidence that she had. No more feathers appeared and got caught in the whirlwind.

“It’s gone?” Irulon said, stepping closer to where the chains had been.

“As far as I can tell.” It was possible that Adrael had teleported outside the whirlwind. With all the ash kicked up into the air around them from the swirling winds, she couldn’t see very well beyond. A flying shield might be able to penetrate it, striking down one of them… but Alyssa doubted that would happen now. Maybe the second after she teleported, but there was no sense in delaying an attack any longer. And she had a goal away from the puny mortals that would be dead in a mere hundred years anyway. “I think she’s gone off to recover her staff.”

“Good. I didn’t want to mention this with an angel present, but…” Irulon stepped closer to Alyssa, moving right up to her. Alyssa started to pull back until Irulon clasped a hand around her arm. “I don’t think I can do this,” she said in a hushed whisper.

“This?”

Irulon tapped the side of her head twice, eyes flicking black and white before returning to their usual violet. “The timing was so precise, I wasn’t sure if we were going to make it even with my companion’s assistance. If one syllable had come out wrong, if I had made a mistake in any element of my cards or the ritual circle, if I had even a split second of hesitation… let’s just say that you and Kasita would be finding your way out of here on your own.”

“Ah…”

“I was a genius before, make no mistake. But without… I… We… We’re me.”

Uncertainty. It was such a foreign look on Irulon’s face. She had shown such a face before, the day after waking up from her divine revelation. But it had been momentary. Almost just a fluke. The next few weeks after that, she had returned mostly to normal. There had been a few times, such as following Izsha’s revival, where she had shown a bit more panic than normal.

“I had been trying to work up the courage, to muster up some semblance of rationality. If we don’t split, we’re very likely both going to be dead. So I was going to ask… but then you cut off your tie with Tenebrael’s power. It was a relief, in a way, to see you walk around without glowing eyes. It meant that I could delay and procrastinate more, take more time for deliberation.

“But after today, after all… this,” Irulon said, waving a hand about. “I have to thank Tenebrael that I was such a coward. My… our mind keeps racing back to what would have happened if I had been alone out here. We just—”

Irulon didn’t get a chance to continue. Alyssa’s first time hugging the princess might have gone sour, but this was definitely a hugging situation. With Irulon’s hand still clamped around Alyssa’s wrist, she could only use one arm, but that was enough. She wrapped it around Irulon’s shoulders and held her position. Even with Irulon stiffening, Alyssa didn’t let go.

She held on tight. Even as Irulon’s eyes flicked from violet to black and white, making it seem as if both the dragon and the princess were glaring, Alyssa didn’t let go. She didn’t let the situation get awkward enough that Kasita had to step in.

“We’ll figure something out. We’ll go back to Illuna, sit down in your room, and come up with a plan. Tenebrael should be done with the Astral Authority soon—” If interrupting the fight between the demon and the Justice hadn’t interrupted Tenebrael’s work. “—so she’ll likely show herself to me sooner or later. She’ll help out too.” Or else… “We’ll figure out a way to resolve the situation so that you and the dragon are both happy without killing either one of you. Slowly or quickly. I promise.”

It was a long moment of staring before Irulon’s black and white eyes flicked back to violet. Slowly, the princess nodded.

Alyssa offered Irulon what she hoped was a comforting smile before removing her hand from Irulon’s shoulders.

Now she just had to find a way to keep her promise.

A prospect that likely involved bullying more angels into submission.
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                If there was a more blissful feeling than taking a long, hot bath after getting sweaty and dirty, Alyssa didn’t want to know what it was.

Everyone who had gone to the Justice was sitting in a deep pool of water within the Illuna guest house, just relaxing. Not even the slightly murky water ruined the experience. Using the not-quite-power washer spell, Alyssa and Irulon had mostly cleaned out the ash in their hair and from the draken and Fela. It wasn’t perfect, which was why they had all decided to take a bath, but the shower had gotten the vast majority of the ash off them. Their clothes were being handled by servants, with Brakkt watching to ensure that nothing happened to the dragon hide armor. The armor was just too valuable to be left in the hands of unknowns. It would be too easy for it to go missing.

There was one thing bringing everything down… well, two things. The first was the draken. Izsha and Musca took up a lot of space in the relatively small pool. It wasn’t a tiny space by any definition of the word. Not like a modern single-person Earth bath. It had clearly been modeled after the public bathing facilities in Lyria. A good ten people could have sat on the built-in seats along the edges without bumping elbows. But draken were just that big.

The other thing was the mood. No one talked much. Catal hadn’t said a word. He just stared. Alyssa wasn’t sure that he was even aware of being in a bath with a princess and a few monsters. He had followed them in an absentminded state and seemed to have not recovered his wits just yet. The Justice couldn’t have left him in that deep of a shellshock, could it have? It was true that Alyssa had been stunned for a few moments upon first seeing it, but she had gotten over the shock quickly enough to get moving.

Then again, she might have just gotten a little overly used to things like that. She hadn’t seen something as large as the Justice before, but she had heard about it from Iosefael which had softened the blow. Seeing angels, demons, and monsters on the regular, plus a whole new world in general, was a bit desensitizing as well.

As for the princess… Aside from suggesting the rest in the bath in the first place, she hadn’t said a word. At the moment, Alyssa wasn’t even sure that she was awake at all. Irulon sat in the rounded corner of the bath, resting her head in a small divot clearly designed specifically for that purpose while using Musca as a footrest. The way the divot was shaped, she was basically just a face poking out above the surface of the steaming water. With her eyes closed and her breathing slow, Alyssa could only hope that she wouldn’t have to be the one to wake her up.

But a bit of rest would probably do her good. So despite the prospect of having to wake her up eventually, Alyssa didn’t disturb her.

“Hey,” Fela said, splashing a bit in the water as she slid closer to Alyssa. She bumped her shoulder against Alyssa’s before poking one of her sharp claws into that same shoulder. She didn’t poke hard enough to hurt, but it still made Alyssa jump a bit. “Sorry. I just wanted to ask what these meant.”

“These?” Alyssa said, looking down to where Fela’s claw was still lightly pressed against her shoulder. “Oh.” Her tattoos. The large tribal pattern running from around her elbow up and over her shoulder. “It doesn’t really mean much of anything. Lots of people think you have to have some meaning behind your tattoos, but honestly? I just thought the design looked cool. I was going to get a similar piece done on my left side too, and maybe something on my back, but… Good tattoos are surprisingly expensive. And it takes quite a bit of research to figure out who to get to do the work. You don’t want to go get some garbage work done by the local corner tattoo shop only to hate either the design or the outcome. They’re fairly permanent, after all.”

“Uh huh…” Fela mumbled with a bit of uncertain disinterest in her tone. The hellhound wasn’t stupid or anything, but she had consistently shown a fairly distinct lack of interest in most of anything from Earth. Except for food. “So you’re saying that the tattoo is not why your spells are so strong?”

“I don’t… think so?” Alyssa had honestly never thought about it before. As she had found the design on the internet and had not modified it, it was highly likely that someone else out there had the same pattern. Perhaps they were out there, locked up in a sanatorium, called crazy for claiming to see angels… but probably not. It was just a tattoo. “Irulon has seen my tattoo before. If there was something magical about it, I’m sure she would have noticed by now.”

“Oh,” Fela said, large ears drooping slightly as the flames from her eyes diminished.

“Sorry.”

“I just thought that if I have to keep casting human magic all the time, I should cast the most powerful versions of the spells.”

“No,” Irulon said without raising her head or opening her eyes. “Alyssa’s source of power is not her tattoos. I tested it.”

“You tested it?” Alyssa said, flicking her eyes to the princess’ shoulders. Both were bare. Aside from Tenebrael’s tattoos on her face, Irulon didn’t have any tattoos. Which meant… “Tess?”

“Tess has far too many preexisting tattoos that would contaminate test results.”

“Then…”

“Don’t worry about it. It was a failure anyway.”

Not sure if she should worry or not despite Irulon’s assurance, Alyssa just nodded her head. “If you say so.”

“I do, and I also say—”

Whatever Irulon had on her mind got interrupted by the bathing chamber’s doors slamming against the walls.

Alyssa jumped at the noise, reaching for her weapons. Both her pistols and her deck of cards were on the floor just near where she had been resting her own head. Well within reach. Irulon’s tome was next to her bed, also within reach. Fela and the draken were weapons in their own right. Catal was the only one completely unarmed, having left his mace with the servants for cleaning.

But reaching for her weapons turned out to be wholly unnecessary.

Lumen marched in through the open door, glaring with her piercing eyes at everyone until she spotted Catal. For a moment, her angry expression softened. For a moment. Her fury doubled over as she marched right up to the edge of the stone basin. “What did you think you were doing? You fool. We were supposed to go together.”

For the first time since their planning session under the protective dome, Catal spoke. Kind of. He stopped before getting the first word out to clear his throat. After that, he actually spoke. “They were going to leave. There wasn’t time to wait for the rest of you to get ready.”

“So you went alone? Have you gone mad?”

“I wasn’t alone, Lumen.”

“These things don’t count,” she said, waving a hand around the room. It was hard to tell if it was intentional or not, but Lumen’s sweep of her hand stopped at Alyssa and Fela. Irulon, still with her eyes closed, was left out of the gesture. “They would leave you to die if it suited their needs.”

Alyssa narrowed her eyes at the accusation. Things had been hectic out there, it was true, but she never would have just up and abandoned someone.

“They wouldn’t and they didn’t,” Catal said before Alyssa could offer any scathing remarks. “I’m back in one piece, amazingly enough.” Taking in a deep breath, he looked up to Lumen. “If you’re here because the guild wants my report… tell them that it is in my opinion that this Astral Authority organization of monsters should never be antagonized or approached under any circumstances.”

That brought Lumen up short. She leaned back, taking a less aggressive stance toward Catal. “They were that bad?”

“You’ve only seen the little ones around the city. Even ignoring the claims that their numbers might well be limitless,” he said with a nod toward Alyssa, “their leader is truly the size of the palace, wielding a sword just as large as if it were a feather. A single swing of that sword would destroy the entirety of Lyria.”

Alyssa thought that was just the slightest bit of exaggeration, but not so much that she felt a need to interrupt. Irulon, if she was even listening, apparently felt the same for she didn’t speak up either.

“And that was only the one. Apparently they have four leaders?” he said, still looking toward Alyssa.

“Don’t know what they’re like. Hopefully we never have to find out. If everything goes well, we shouldn’t have to worry about them at all in the future.” Alyssa quickly glanced around the bathing chamber as she spoke, half expecting Tenebrael to pop up to confirm that she had indeed finished her actions against the Astral Authority.

But no feathers started to drift through the air.

All the Astral Authority had vanished after collapsing the sliver around the ash-filled crater. From there all the way back to Illuna, Alyssa hadn’t spotted even a single Kindness performing some observation on the area. They had vanished into portals, according to Brakkt and a few others who had been stationed around the wall, leaving behind the corpses of the infected as the only evidence that they had ever been there.

Without being able to close her eyes to see souls inside bodies, Alyssa had performed a quick check on one of the infected corpses. Even before being connected to Tenebrael, she had been able to see souls as long as they were separated from the body. So she had conjured up a scythe and dragged it through one of the bodies. There had been no resistance and no sign of any infected soul. Which she should have expected, given that there were a few pentagrams around the body, but she still felt as if she had to check.

Either the demon had survived or there were more true demons to take up her task of collecting the souls of fallen infected. Both could very well be true.

Alyssa glanced to the side, looking over Irulon as the princess rested in spite of all the shouting Lumen was doing. Despite her promise back in the field of ash, Alyssa had no idea how she was supposed to help Irulon on her own. With her vision, Irulon knew leagues more than Alyssa did about souls. All Alyssa could really do was some legwork. And without being connected to Tenebrael, doing even some manual labor was not much of an option as far as souls were concerned. Maybe she could use a scythe to rip the souls apart, but that really seemed like a poor idea even if there were no other option.

As Alyssa stared, Irulon opened her eyes. It was a slow opening. At first, she didn’t even move her head. Slowly, she sat up enough to look around the room. “Would you two mind taking this elsewhere? I cast a number high ranked spells and am feeling beyond drained. Your arguing is grating.”

Lumen snapped her head over, looking at Irulon. She opened her mouth, but seemed to hesitate upon noticing Irulon staring back for the first time since she entered the room. It was enough to make her take a step back, turning her mildly less aggressive stance into an almost submissive one.

Catal standing saved her from having to respond to the princess. “I would like to get some sleep, so leaving is fine with me. I’m sure the guild wants my report, but they’re going to have to wait until morning. If the Astral Authority truly will be gone soon, haste in delivering it won’t matter.” Looking to the rest of the people in the room, he nodded to each. “Princess. Alyssa… Monsters. If you need anything from me, you know where to find me.”

“Hm.”

With that, Catal headed out of the bathing chamber, followed closely by a scowling Lumen. They closed the doors behind them, leaving the rest to their supposedly relaxing bath. Alyssa half expected Irulon to lean back and close her eyes once again. While she did the former, her violet eyes remained open.

“I didn’t get much of a chance to look at it,” Irulon said slowly, shifting so that both her ears were just out of the water as she leaned back into the divot. “The Reality Sliver changed between when you and Kasita left and when I began the spell casting. After, the entire thing had a layer of ash obscuring everything. I thought to clean some of it off with wind or water, but after seeing you and speaking with you, I decided it would be best to simply leave. The Archangel’s presence contributed to that decision.”

“The demon got slammed into the dome, shattering the mirror. The parts nearest to her darkened,” Alyssa started, explaining the course of events. From the darkened panels to the Justice swinging its sword that shattered the entire dome at once, to what had likely been the Justice slamming into the outside of Alyssa’s smaller dome just before it regressed from reality.

Those had been Irulon’s words, but it was the same thing in the end.

The darkened panels had to reflect wherever the demon had come from. The same place the pit in Owlcroft had lead to, in all likelihood. The golden iridescent locales were obviously the Endless Expanse. That the remaining panels showed worlds beyond Nod and Earth seemed most of interest to Irulon at the end of Alyssa’s explanation.

“No mortal slammed into the reality sliver, shattering portions of it. Correct?”

“The dome had already been reflecting a mortal world. Would that not have been part of it?”

“Hm.”

“I don’t suppose you’re thinking of replicating what happened out there? I don’t exactly know what use it might be at the moment, but it could be extremely useful in the future.”

Not the least because it seemed to be a portal between worlds. Alyssa had been unable to put her hand through the panel, but both Kasita and the demon had been a whole lot more successful. Kasita had shoved an arm into the Endless Expanse and the demon had hopped from portal to portal instantly to launch successive flurries of attacks against the Justice. If one panel did end up showing the Earth and not some strange parallel universe version of it, it might just be the way home that Alyssa had been looking for. Assuming she could figure out a way to cross the boundary.

Angels might still try to kill her, but so long as she had a steady supply of spells… she could spend her entire life chaining them down until… she fell into one of their traps or died of more natural causes. Not the most ideal of situations.

“Doing so might be difficult,” Irulon said. “You recall the first time I used that spell in your presence?”

“While we were chasing after Oxart, right?”

“Do you remember what happened?”

“Um? Trapped a few of the Juno Federation?”

“A horse slammed into it at full speed, hard enough to break the horse’s neck. It didn’t even leave a scratch on the mirrored surface. I admit that I’ve never tried to break one intentionally, but other people have. For instance, we used the smaller version of the spell to seal off the basement of the church back in the Federation’s outpost. While I didn’t inspect it for damage before dismissing the spell, I doubt it shattered. If we have to break the mirror to reveal these other worlds, we might find ourselves in some amount of trouble.

“There is also the possibility that, no matter what we do, it won’t work. Thus far, demonic and divine elements are the only things we have observed damaging the spell in such a manner. We mere mortals may simply lack something required to do so. At least, we mortals might lack that,” Irulon said, piercing gaze turning toward Alyssa.

“You think I can break it?”

“It wouldn’t surprise me. But I also wouldn’t be surprised if you couldn’t. Despite your claims, you are not a mere mortal.”

Alyssa sighed out a stream of bubbles as she sank down into the bath.

“I know. You’re just a regular human who got caught up in strange things. But even if you are what you think you are, there are still some things about you that just don’t fit in the same category as the rest of us. And even if there isn’t an odd thing out… I can think of one thing that could help us out.”

“Oh? What would that—”

Alyssa didn’t get a chance to finish taking. She had to lift her hand in front of her face as a flurry of golden-white feathers slammed into her. The water splashed up, half drowning her as a pair of hands gripped her shoulders.

“What did you do, Alyssa meadows?”

Alyssa shoved the angel off her, coughing a little as she sucked in some fresh air. The water tasted of ash, a filmy slimy feeling. Realizing how it felt against the roof of her mouth just made her cough more. Irulon and Fela were out of the water and the draken were standing upright. But none of them could see the angel in front of Alyssa.

“Get off me you stupid—” Alyssa hacked out a cough again as she shoved Iosefael away. “I haven’t done anything this time.”

“That crazy Archangel just tried to take my head off!”

Alyssa blinked away some of the water, glad that even with as nasty as it felt in her mouth, it wasn’t stinging her eyes much. “Okay,” she said slowly. “I might have done something.”

With the water finally out of her eyes, Alyssa could see those cross-shaped pupils of Iosefael’s green eyes widen in surprise. With a quick gasp, Iosefael said, “She’s here!”

The angel picked Alyssa up and moved her just far enough away from the edge of the tub that Iosefael could slip behind her, cowering. Alyssa found herself face to face with a familiar red-eyed angel.

A particularly angry Archangel.

“Save me,” Iosefael whispered from behind Alyssa.

            

    
        037.010 Lost Authority - Staffing Problems

    
    
    
    
                Every muscle in Alyssa’s body was tensed up as she stared down Adrael. It hadn’t been long since she had last seen the Archangel. Two hours. Maybe three. Back in the field of ash, Alyssa hadn’t been concerned about her. Spectral Chains worked on angels and Adrael clearly had not been gearing up for a fight. The same was no longer true.

Adrael floated above the surface of the water, shield in hand. Her entire body looked almost as tense as Alyssa was. Although the ruby shield obscured her left arm, the muscles in her shoulder were clearly fighting against her skin. Which was odd to think about as Alyssa had seen Adrael without an arm. There hadn’t been any blood, muscle, or bone beneath. Just light. Regardless, her fist was much the same. Without a staff to hold, Adrael simply clenched her other hand as tightly as she could. With her wings spread wide, occupying most of the space inside the bathing chamber, Adrael made for a rather intimidating presence.

Adrael was all the more intimidating because of one simple fact.

Despite Iosefael showing up to ask for help, the stupid angel had put herself directly between Alyssa and her spell cards. Normally, it wouldn’t matter how intimidating Adrael looked. A Spectral Chains would have fixed that. To grab her spell cards now would require her to turn her back to Adrael. Or, at the very least, shimmy to the side, shove Iosefael out of the way, and still probably look away long enough to make sure that she was grabbing in the right spot.

“Step aside, mortal,” Adrael said. Alyssa had never seen the Archangel in good humor, but her tone now hit a new record for implacability.

But Alyssa couldn’t just stand aside. “I’ve seen Iosefael fight Tenebrael before. They destroyed a whole city block. If you think I’m going to let you two slug it out in here, you’re dead wrong.”

“You assume you have a choice in this—”

“Let me ask you,” Alyssa interrupted, trying to keep control of the conversation. “In how many encounters with me have you come out ahead?”

That seemed to pull Adrael up short. She snapped her jaw shut, pursing her lips together into a thin line.

“Every time I’ve seen you, you’ve lost something. Maybe your minions, your centuries of planning, your arm, or maybe just a little dignity. So I’ll tell you what you’re going to do. You’re going to calm down and stand over on that side of the room.”

“Thanks,” Iosefael whispered.

Alyssa just about elbowed her in the stomach. “And you? What do you think you’re doing here? You come to a mortal-populated bathhouse while being chased by an insane Archangel? You come to me for help? What happened to the Iosefael who got angry enough to fight Tenebrael? Take care of your own problems. Or I’ll take care of them for you and not in the way you hoped for.”

“Wha… What do you mean by that?”

“Give me Adrael’s staff.”

“What?”

Iosefael’s eyes widened as Alyssa stepped to the side. It wasn’t that graceful of a step given that she was waist-deep in water, but it was enough to get around Iosefael. With both angels focusing on the conversation, Alyssa was now just a little closer to grabbing her cards and chaining both of them up.

“You aren’t going to give it to her, are you?” Iosefael whispered, leaning conspiratorially. “She used that to harm a mortal. It should really be destroyed.”

“Then why haven’t you already?”

Iosefael shook her head, smug look appearing on her face as if she knew something that Alyssa didn’t. “You can’t just destroy a divine implement,” she said with a tone matching her face. Shrugging with her hands, she shook her head again. “They were forged by the higher Spheres and can only be destroyed by them.”

“In the fires of Mount Doom?”

“What?”

“Never mind,” Alyssa said, glaring at Iosefael. “Just hand it over.”

Iosefael’s smug look turned sour as she looked from Alyssa to Adrael. The Archangel had yet to say anything since Alyssa started demanding the staff. Whether that was because she thought it would be easier to take from Alyssa, because she would rather it be in Alyssa’s hands, or because she thought Alyssa would hand it over didn’t really matter. All that mattered was that she remained there as an observer.

“The staff. Iosefael.”

Although the Principality pouted, she held out her hand. Adrael notably perked up from where she still hovered over the water—she had not gone into the corner as Alyssa had directed, but neither had Iosefael. The two angels glared at each other as a pole-shaped light formed at the tips of Iosefael’s fingers. Slowly, slowly enough that it had to be deliberate, the golden rod formed.

Before the ruby cap even had time to form, Alyssa snatched it from Iosefael’s hands. Iosefael didn’t just let go, of course, but Alyssa had a plan for that as well. Using the staff as a distraction for the angels’ focus, She grabbed her deck of spell cards from behind Iosefael—having to shove through the angel’s golden-white wings in the process. Chains lashed out and wrapped around Iosefael. Another set of chains tried to pull Adrael down from her perch, but the Archangel was clearly ready for it. Using her shield before the chains could fully ensnare her, she shattered the would-be bindings.

Two more chains lashed out, one set aimed at her chest again, the other aimed for her wings.

Adrael smashed through the links aimed for her chest. Before she could swing her arm at the chains behind her, a tug threw her off balance.

That provided the perfect opportunity to chain her up fully.

Adrael crashed to the ground, bound. Because of her movements in dodging the chains, she didn’t land in the middle of the bath. Rather, she hit the ground between the door and the edge of the bath.

Strange, Alyssa thought, reflecting on the situation. She wasn’t dissatisfied with the outcome, but it was still strange. Earlier, Alyssa had kept Accelero active for at least part of the time that Adrael had spoken with her. During that time, Adrael had sped herself up in order to be understood. Given that the relative speed of everything else had been near zero, she had to have been moving and thinking at the speed of light. Maybe. Alyssa wasn’t a physicist.

But here and now, even though Adrael had managed to knock away a few of those chains, she still wound up caught. That shouldn’t ever happen if she could move and think at high speeds. At the very least, she should have been able to run away. Then again, thinking back to how slowly Adrael had appeared back in that dome, there might just be something strange with how angels functioned. They might be tied to the world speed a whole lot more than it seemed and accelerating to the point where she had been intelligible through the effects of Accelero had probably required a bit of effort.

The same was true for Iosefael. In her fight against Tenebrael during Alyssa’s first few days in Lyria, they both had been moving fast enough to have been little more than a blur of light against the night sky. If she could move that fast at all times, she should never have been caught as many times as Alyssa had managed.

The chains themselves might play a part too. Although angels disappeared and reappeared whenever they wanted, none had ever simply up and vanished while the chains were holding onto them.

Only Tenebrael had managed to escape from the Spectral Chains. Whether that was a testament to the power of a Dominion versus the power of a Principality or a Archangel, because of her consuming mortal souls and gaining a power boost from them, or some reason specific to her that no other angel, even a Seraphim, would be able to replicate remained a question in the back of Alyssa’s mind.

Not that Alyssa really wanted to test going up against a Seraphim. She had never seen one personally, but she had no doubt that a being wielding a fraction of the Throne’s power would utterly decimate anything it decided to destroy. Granted, angels claimed that they couldn’t lie, but that didn’t mean that they had to tell the whole truth. Still, those she had spoken to universally agreed that Seraphim were bad news.

“Both of you should leave,” Alyssa said, looking from Adrael to Iosefael. “I’m sure people have been or will be dying. There are souls to collect. As for you…” She turned back to Adrael, frowning, trying to come up with a good reason why an angry Adrael shouldn’t stick around and try to get her staff back, violently or otherwise. One idea popped into her head. “Tenebrael will be here soon. The last Archangel she got her hands on wound up trapped inside a prison so isolated, not even a glimmer of the Throne’s light can make it inside.”

Iosefael visibly shuddered at the mention of Tenebrael’s prison. Adrael just glared harder.

“You think you’re going to take my staff again?”

“Yeah. Pretty much. You shouldn’t have let it fall into mortal hands in the first place. Take some solace knowing that I am not planning on destroying it, unlike Iosefael.”

“I wasn’t going to destroy it. I just said that it should be destroyed.”

“Whatever the case, it is out of your hands now.” The chains disappeared from around Iosefael as Alyssa spoke. Despite her being the first angel to claim to want to kill Alyssa, Iosefael was least impressive angel among the bunch. Adrael was the only angel to have demonstrated the intent to harm mortals. Kenziel had been brazen enough to talk to Tenebrael, even if it hadn’t worked out for her in the end. Tenebrael was obviously Tenebrael; being the most active and most present meant that Alyssa had a much higher opinion of her almost by default. She was the one to have gotten Alyssa into this mess in the first place, but if not for her…

Alyssa would probably still be waking up at five in the morning, going to the same job for eight hours a day, spending an extra hour in traffic, and finally coming home at night thinking that there would be something better or just more interesting down the line of life.

In comparison, all Alyssa could think of when she considered Iosefael was how many times the angel had failed to send her back to Earth. Granted, she was probably going to drop Alyssa in the middle of the ocean a thousand miles away from any humans and leave her to drown or something, but she had failed at even that. And she had failed to keep Adrael busy at the outpost. She had failed in fighting Tenebrael, but that wasn’t unexpected in retrospect. She really just had too many failures to her name for Alyssa to be even mildly intimidated.

It helped that Alyssa had a few more Spectral Chains cards if necessary.

Iosefael looked down at herself. Stretching her wings out a bit, she took off enough to get her feet above the water level, after which she landed right on the edge of the bath, near where Alyssa’s pistol sat. Even though she had been waist deep in the water along with Alyssa, the angel’s skin and gold armor weren’t even glossy, let alone dripping.

Which was lucky for the angel. Since Iosefael had appeared, Alyssa had been standing. She was still wet, but a lot of the water above her waist had run off or evaporated, leaving behind an ashy film covering her. And a chill. It was not the most comfortable of feelings. She somehow managed to avoid shivering—maybe the ash helped give the tiniest bit of insulation against the cold air. Still, she had to ignore it. There would be time to properly wash off later.

“What about her?”

“Either Tenebrael will take care of her or she’ll leave. I don’t really care.”

“You don’t want help with her?”

“Can you help with her?” Alyssa asked, not sure at all what kind of answer she expected.

“We’re both on Tene’s side,” Iosefael said with a slight pout.

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

“I can…” Iosefael trailed off, throwing a nervous glance from one side of the room to the other. She didn’t look at any of the myriad mortals standing about—all of whom looked ready to pounce despite the fact that they couldn’t see what they might pounce on—but just glanced from corner to corner. “When you and I had that chat… I might have figured out a way in and out of Tenebrael’s prisons. I wasn’t going to tell anyone just in case she ever tried to put me back, but… She won’t, right? We’re on the same side, right?”

“As far as I know,” Alyssa said with a noncommittal shrug. She wasn’t lying, at least not intentionally. But it wasn’t like Alyssa had a mental connection with Tenebrael to know what the angel was thinking. Even while connected with her, she hadn’t been able to discern such things.

It was entirely possible that, when Iosefael’s usefulness came to an end and Tenebrael got her world back in full, Iosefael would be sentenced to isolation just to keep her out of the way.

Alyssa actually felt a little bad for the angel, even if that scenario ended up being pure fiction. But Alyssa supposed she didn’t have to tell anyone. Angels were not omniscient. If Tenebrael didn’t learn that such a thing was possible, then maybe Iosefael could slip away.

Unless she slipped away to betray Tenebrael…

But that was something Alyssa could think about when she next saw Tenebrael. For the time being… “If you can open a portal there, go ahead and do it.”

“Okay. I can do it.”

“Then do it.”

Iosefael clenched her fists in front of her. Psyching herself up? Was it really that big of a deal? Or maybe she didn’t want to embarrass herself in front of Alyssa by failing to manifest a bunch of miracles again. “I can! I’ll have a piece of cake.”

“You’ll what?”

“That’s the idiom you use, right? When something is going to be easy?”

“Close enough.”

Iosefael, still with her fists clenched, flapped her wings and hovered over to where Adrael was chained up on the floor. Alyssa directed Izsha away a bit with a wave of her hand, not wanting any accidents to happen over in that corner of the room. There, next to Adrael, Iosefael held out a hand.

Mystic circles started forming in front of her arm. “Calculating pathway to the unknown,” she said, causing an explosion of light in the circle.

“What are you doing, Principality?”

“Pathway creation in progress… Complete.”

Alyssa watched with some amount of wonder as the mystic circle expanded out into a ring-shaped doorway. Iosefael’s spell, much like all those performed by angels, sounded technical in nature. They never went into any details, making her wonder just why they announced what they were doing. Some diagnostic feature of their programming? But even assuming that… their words were drastically different from those Alyssa had used while connected to Tenebrael. Had she been creating a portal, Alyssa would have said ‘Tenebrael, create for me a way to contain an errant angel, keeping myself, my friends, and your allies safe’ or something similar. It really made her wonder just how much of the actual miracle she had been offloading onto Tenebrael.

Probably a fairly large chunk of it.

If not all of it.

Unlike the square portals that the Astral Authority made, this one had a brilliant white light separating the boundaries of the two locations. Beyond was just a plain obsidian room. The food and other amenities that had been there the last time Alyssa visited were gone, cleared out to leave just the featureless space of the room.

Iosefael notable trembled as she lowered her arm. From the tips of her toes to the feathers of her wings, a shudder wracked her body. She slowly turned to Alyssa with a smile. “See? I did it!”

“Yes yes, very good, Iosefael,” Alyssa said, looking down to Adrael.

The Archangel was just staring at the portal. As far as Alyssa knew, she had never been to Tenebrael’s prison. Still, she must have been able to sense something. Or maybe a lack of something. The Throne supposedly had no access to the interior of that place.

“Sorry about this,” Alyssa said. “Apparently it is hell for angels back there. But you’re too dangerous to leave roaming around.”

“Dangerous? I just want what’s mine.”

“And that’s the problem. As far as I am concerned, you relinquished ownership of this the moment you left it inside my friends. I can’t have you attacking us for it. Especially because…” Alyssa threw a glance toward Irulon. “We might have found a use for it.”

It was a divine implement, an angelic weapon. If the sword of the Cardinal Virtue of Justice could shatter the mirrored dome to reveal the Endless Expanse, surely Adrael’s staff could do the same. Even if they didn’t use it for any of that, it still provided at least some defense against magical attacks. That alone made it worth the effort to keep it.

Letting it slip out of her grasp in the first place had been a mistake, but she had been too concerned with Izsha to care at the time.

Adrael looked furious with the prospect. She started struggling with tenfold the effort. But the chains held strong. For now. Alyssa had never actually tried to keep an angel chained up for too long at once. Although she had no reason to think that Spectral Chains might fail, there was no need to test their endurance.

“Drag her inside,” Alyssa said, looking to Iosefael.

“Me?” Iosefael said with a trepidations glance toward the shimmering hole in the world.

“I’m not going to go in there. If you trust your portal, you can do it yourself.” Besides that, Alyssa wouldn’t put it past either angel to leave her trapped inside. Without a connection to Tenebrael, she wouldn’t be able to escape on her own. Unless Tenebrael suddenly decided to answer her phone, it was conceivable that she would be trapped inside for an extended period of time. Without food…

Despite her momentary protest, Iosefael psyched herself up with a few fist pumps again. Reaching down, she grabbed the still struggling Adrael by her shoulders and started shimmying backwards into the portal. Iosefael dropped her down in the middle of the room, looked down with a sad expression on her face, and quickly marched right out of the black room.

A wave of her hand collapsed the portal, severing the Spectral Chains at the same time.

“If you figured out a way, how likely is it that Adrael will be able to escape?”

“It’s her first time? I don’t think she knew what to look for.”

“I’ll have to keep an eye out for her anyway,” Alyssa said, looking down at her spell cards. Having grabbed the deck with wet hands, at least a few of the cards wound up soggy. Especially the ones against her palm. She would have to go through them and make sure she had enough Spectral Chains. And a few more Accelero cards, if possible.

“You’re really keeping that?”

Alyssa narrowed her eyes. “You have a problem with me keeping it?”

“No! No… I just… should probably get back to collecting souls. You know, before you do anything to muck with them. That’s a phrase, right?” Iosefael didn’t give Alyssa a chance to answer. After wrapping her wings around herself, a flurry of golden-white feathers exploded outward, leaving nothing in her place.

Sighing, Alyssa turned, looking around to her silent companions. It was a good thing that they all knew what was going on. Had Catal and Lumen been around… even they kind of knew about the invisible angels. Anyone else and she would have looked completely insane.

“Well,” Alyssa said, smiling to Irulon as she hefted the staff up a bit, “we got this back.”

“Excellent. It should come in—”

The doors opened once again. Kasita walked inside next to Lisa, mid conversation.

“So then she started casting spells left and…” Trailing off, Kasita looked around the room. A pout slowly formed on her face. “Aww… Did I miss something?”

            

    
        038.001 Interlude - Irulon

    
    
    
    
                The world was a strange place. Or perhaps it was reality itself that was strange. The world seemed so much smaller than she had once thought. With Alyssa, she had empirical evidence of other worlds. Theoretically, she had even been to another world, though having been locked in stasis at the time, she hadn’t even breathed a single breath of another world’s air. A missed opportunity to be sure.

There was something wrong with the world. Irulon didn’t know what, even now. But ever since she was a child, she had this idea in the back of her mind that something was just… off. It had been an obsession of hers ever since she could remember knowing what obsessions were. Without anything to compare it to, figuring out just what was wrong would have been impossible.

Had it something to do with magic? Magic had been around for as long as there were humans to wield it, as far as Irulon knew. The first arcanist was said to have received inspiration directly from Tenebrael. Through a dream, perhaps. That would make the most sense given recent events. The form of magic had changed over the centuries of its use. The current use of spell cards was actually fairly recent. A brilliant arcanist found a way to compress the spell patterns down to the size of a card only a few hundred years ago using a formula of ink and paper along with minor alterations to the patterns themselves. Prior to that, every spell cast had been using the much larger designs that had to be drawn into the ground itself. Arcanists would spend hours, days, or even weeks carving out their designs. Villages of the past tended to have small fire pits with permanent runes etched inside just to keep the town fire going. Some might still have such relics.

If there was a problem there, Irulon couldn’t see it. Magic had been given to mortals by Tenebrael. From there, mortals had found more efficient ways to use it. Everything sounded fine, so…

Perhaps it was magic itself. Maybe something about it had simply felt unnatural from the start. According to Alyssa, Earth had no magic to speak of. Given all other worlds were supposedly overseen by a being similar to Tenebrael, she doubted that any other theoretical world had magic either. Not unless the angels had gone rogue as Tenebrael apparently had.

Monsters fell under the same category as magic. Obviously they hadn’t been given to humans the way magic had, but if Alyssa was right, they were a unique feature of this world. They weren’t what Irulon had found off about the world as a child—she really hadn’t had much interaction with monsters prior to Brakkt bringing the draken home—but they were certainly a factor now.

The problem could have been neither element.

Thinking back, trying to identify the first instance of her obsession was impossible. She hadn’t had her companion at the time and thus lacked the perfect memory that she had now. But perhaps it had been around the time that she had started truly worshiping Tenebrael.

Nobody liked to talk to her as a child. She was the princess. That was intimidating enough on its own. Demonstrating talent as an arcanist at a young age only further pushed people away. They said she was blessed. Holy. A child of Tenebrael. And refused to speak to her unless absolutely necessary.

The only people who had were men of the cloth. Clergymen. Tenebrael’s most ‘devout’…

At first, Irulon had enjoyed the attention and the discussions. Talking with someone was nice on its own. Discovering more about the world she lived in didn’t hurt. However, that enjoyment had turned to scorn once she realized that they were mostly using her to rub elbows with her father and otherwise elevating their legitimacy through having a princess at their side. Tenebrael didn’t need proselytizers. Tenebrael didn’t need mass worship. The Festival was for the benefit of humanity. Not the other way around. Everyone would greet Tenebrael in death regardless of what they did while alive.

So she had cut ties, branding her face as a sign of devotion before isolating herself further from any who called themselves preachers.

One thing was certain, she had come out of the discussions with the preachers as a more powerful arcanist, capable of using higher ranked spells. At the time, she had thought she had simply matured, grew older and more powerful as arcanists tended to do. Now, she had to wonder if the discussions hadn’t spurred her growth.

Irulon looked over to Alyssa. The girl was powerful. Theoretically of a higher Rank than six. And she had seen Tenebrael. Physically seen her. Touched her. Interacted and spoke with her. Irulon had to wonder if she might be the same if she ever saw Tenebrael. It was true that Irulon had seen Tenebrael through the medium of the phone, but there was little doubt that seeing her on a flat screen couldn’t compare to witnessing Tenebrael’s glory in full.

In addition to being powerful, Alyssa was also asleep. Completely and totally asleep.

Irulon stood from her desk in her quarters, walked around to where Alyssa had been writing down everything she knew about souls, and gently poked the girl in the cheek.

She didn’t even stir.

Shaking her head, Irulon looked down at the paper the girl was half-lying upon. Shimmying it out from under her arms, Irulon looked it over. It was disappointingly yet not unexpectedly blank. Not completely. There were a few lines up at the top. But only those few.

Souls appeared as abstract shapes. Souls interacted with nearby souls, sharing and taking pieces of themselves. After being removed from a body, a soul could be crystallized through an unknown process for an unknown purpose. Everything sapient seemed to possess exactly one soul, except for Irulon.

All information that Irulon already knew from talking with Alyssa. The poor girl had been struggling for a good three hours, trying to think of more to write down before finally falling asleep.

Irulon didn’t bother waking her up. There was no need to. From experiments Irulon had already performed on herself, she knew that the two souls within her body were far more entangled than they once were. Disentangling them without causing harm to either would be a long and arduous project. Perhaps that could be bypassed should Alyssa regain Tenebrael’s power, but even then, Irulon would be nervous about having her simply dive inside and pull one of them out. If doing so resulted in the remaining soul becoming desynchronized with the body, Alyssa would not be able to fix the problem on her own.

When the time came, all the pieces would have to be in place well in advance. Any spell that Irulon couldn’t cast herself would need a detailed set of instructions. There would have to be contingencies in place as well, complete with conditions for their use. There couldn’t be any interruptions, whether that be from the Juno Federation, infected, monster attacks, the Astral Authority, or even angels. It would be difficult to plan around the latter half of that list, but steps could be taken to mitigate risks.

Eyes moving away from Alyssa, Irulon looked to the staff that leaned up against the wall. From Irulon’s perspective, Alyssa had pulled the staff out of the air while engaged in a conversation with nothing at all. That obviously wasn’t true. Irulon had managed to piece together the missing portions of the conversation even before Alyssa filled in the details. But that was what she had seen.

Picking up the staff, Irulon looked it over. It was the same staff, just as unnatural as when she had first seen it. Alyssa said she felt a warmth while touching it. Irulon felt something, but whatever it was, she doubted that it was as intense as when Alyssa picked it up. Warmth? Maybe. Not in the sense that a flame provided warmth, however. Perhaps it was just an illusion of the mind. Metals normally felt far colder than wood, leather, or cloth. The lack of that chill might just be the trick required for Irulon to feel as if it were warmth.

Hard to say.

But the feel of the golden metal was far from the only strange thing about the staff.

She didn’t have a background in smithing. However, since first seeing it, Irulon had visited nearly every blacksmith, goldsmith, and silversmith in Lyria to observe how they worked and the products they created. She had suspected it before, but knew with absolute certainty now that it could not have been forged through any process that smiths, human or elf, use. There were no forging marks, no stress on the metal leftover from cooling or heating, no remnants of impact, carving, or filing. In Irulon’s admittedly inexpert opinion, it was far more likely that the staff had grown as if it were a living creature. It obviously was not a living creature.

Which only served to further the divine nature of the tool.

~We’ll have to test with it soon. See if we can get a glimpse of other worlds.~

“We have other things to worry about,” Irulon said, speaking softly to keep from waking Alyssa. “More immediate problems.”

~Judging by the information we received, our situation is hardly immediate. We have at least two months before we have to decide on a course of action, let alone actually act.~

“Are weeks not mere minutes to long-lived creatures? I’m surprised that you aren’t more concerned than I am.”

~Time is time, even to someone such as your father. The future will come as it comes. It is our memories that turn events into ages or instants.~

“Hm. Regardless, I would prefer for our situation to be resolved as soon as possible, one way or another. It weighs on my mind and distracts me from other important matters.”

~I am mostly aware of what goes on in your mind. To say you have been distracted would be putting it lightly.~

“My point remains unchanged,” Irulon said, placing the staff back where she had got it. Soon. Soon she would test with it as her companion had mentioned. With it, she might just discover what about her world bothered her. What was different about it compared to Earth and any other world that might be out there.

She might find out exactly what had spurred her obsession with other worlds.

But until then…

“What would you do if you had a body of your own?” Irulon asked as she took a seat on the edge of her bed. Leaning back, she clasped her hands over her chest and waited for her companion’s response.

~I suppose that depends. Human body or something more akin to my old dragon body?~

“You want your dragon body back?”

~It would be nice to be what I once was, but if I had it, I would likely feast and then hibernate until I got hungry again. Not exactly the best life, I can tell you that from personal experience. But aside from the illness that overcame me, it wasn’t the worst life. It was far less stressful of an existence than you have had, I can say that much. And I do enjoy a lack of stress.~

“I am still unsure as to whether you do want it back or not.”

~Irrelevant, I suppose. I’ll be happy to get whatever I get. Keep in mind, I skipped over dying once already thanks to you. If this is where I perish more permanently, I won’t have regrets.~

“Don’t know if I can say the same, but…” Without getting out of the bed, Irulon reached over and grabbed a notebook from the end table. A new notebook, not one of the ones she had brought from the palace. She had not expected to stay in Illuna quite as long as she had and had run out of space in most of the books she had brought with her. Unfortunately, that meant the quality wasn’t quite what she was used to.

This particular notebook contained everything she could remember from the revelation Tenebrael had given her. Every bit of information that she had been able to decipher and put to words. Plus a good amount of inferences and theories, conclusions she had drawn from the information. It was all a mess, hastily scribbled down just to try to put as much of it to paper as she could manage. One problem with the way that Tenebrael had offered the information was that her companion hadn’t seen any of it. Irulon was effectively reliant entirely on her own memory, something that she couldn’t remember being a problem in a long while. Not that she had poor memory, but between that fact and the way the dream had been fleeting in her mind the same way common to normal dreams, there could be a number of errors within.

Which was frightening all on its own.

If she did something to herself based on bad information… well, she supposed that it might be the last thing she ever worried about. In all honesty, Irulon did not fear death. The thought that she was destroying her soul, denying the outcome of death, was what really had her on edge. The Festival’s apocrypha often spoke of Tenebrael waiting for souls. But she did not show up for corrupted souls, such as those of the demonically infected.

Would she appear before Irulon? Or would she leave both souls to rot in the body, something apparently excruciatingly painful, for all eternity.

~Not a concern you should dwell on,~ her companion said with deep chastisement. ~We have an ally now. A friend. One who would not allow such an occurrence to come to pass. Keep in mind that she has demonstrated the ability to remove souls and change their form into those crystallized gems. It may not be your ideal outcome, but it is far from the worst thing that could happen.~

Irulon lowered the notebook slightly, peering over the top to the sleeping form of Alyssa once again. She still hadn’t stirred. Slightest trail of drool ran down her chin to soak on the paper that Irulon had replaced on top of her arms.

Grabbing a small cloth, Irulon swung her legs out of bed, walked over, mopped up the saliva, gently tried to close Alyssa’s mouth, and finally moved back to recline in her bed. The paper might not have anything valuable written on it at the moment, but that didn’t mean that they had to ruin it. Rather, Alyssa could very well receive her own revelation while sleeping and would need a place to write it down once she awoke. It was a small chance. Given her apparent relationship with Tenebrael, it seemed as if she would know about such things in advance of them happening—assuming she would ever have to receive revelation in the same manner that Irulon had instead of just having a conversation with Tenebrael.

“It would be a form of immortality,” Irulon said after a long pause as she settled onto the bed. “I’m not sure that immortality is all that appealing, and it definitely is not appealing if we’re stuck like that for the rest of all time.”

~She would likely try to give us bodies. Even if she failed once, she would try again and again. Eventually, it might even work. She might be successful much faster if you didn’t write in code.~

Irulon’s eyes flicked back down to her notebook. No one else in the world should be able to read it. With a scrap of paper missing from her private journal, someone somewhere might be able to figure out something. The Yora intelligencer had not been not lying when she said she didn’t know where the paper had gone. It was very likely that whoever had originally stolen the notebook had taken that page out to sell to someone else. At least, that was Irulon’s theory at the moment.

The code did represent another problem, however. It was a combination of draconic runes and human script, arrayed through a deep algorithm that changed based on the first letter of any word longer than three characters. Irulon could read it as if she were reading a public notice. But that was due in large part to her companion. If they separated, she would still know how to decode it, but would she be able to simply open a book and start reading?

How many of her tomes back in Lyria were encoded in this way?

Yet another problem with their situation.

Originally, Irulon had thought they would be together forever. A permanent advantage for her and a benefit for the dragon who got to avoid death and see the world through the eyes of a human. Neither of them had any qualms about their situation. But now, even a full month after receiving the initial revelation, a month of exploring options that might ‘just fix’ their situation—as Kasita had put it—it was looking less and less likely that they would be able to stay as one. No human was made to contain more than one soul…

“You don’t suppose a dragon body would be able to house the two of us, do you?” Irulon asked, lackadaisically flipping through her notebook to relevant pages. It was a question asked mostly in jest. Even assuming any mortal body could contain two souls without them tearing out each other’s throats, metaphorically speaking, being trapped in a dragon body would be… There was a reason the dragon was so pleased with their situation even as only a passenger and observer. “Maybe a hybrid body,” she said.

~Not… necessarily an avenue to ignore out of hand.~

“You think we can add a few scales onto my body and we’ll suddenly be alright?”

~The mind is the link between the ethereal soul and the mortal world. So why not create a body with two minds?~

“That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve heard you say and I’ve heard you say a lot.”

~We have a flesh-shaper sitting an arm’s length away. Notions of normality can be discarded, I think.~

“Even assuming that Alyssa can create such a monstrosity, and it worked to the point where our souls no longer destroyed each other, would you be happy with such a thing?”

~Asking me what I feel? Where is the real Irulon I know?~

“I just asked you what you would do with a body.”

~An academic question at best. This feels more personal.~

“Hm.” With a slight shake of her head, Irulon started flipping through pages until she reached a blank sheet toward the end of the book. Once there, she sat up, leaned over her end table, and dragged over an inkwell.

~Inspiration struck?~

“You claim to not care about the outcome of this crisis, but I don’t believe that. Let us be honest with each other as we usually are. I want you to stay because of the benefits you provide. You would be happier with your own body, able to act and interact on your own terms rather than on mine.”

~If you insist on seeing things that way.~

“But your idea has merit, insane as it may be.”

~Two minds in a single body. Designing it so that both minds occupy the same space? Or perhaps one central mind for yourself while my own is spread about the body, connected through arcane rituals? Or are we going the tried and true route of simply having two heads?~

Irulon paused her writing, considering what her companion had just said. Shaking her head, she put her pen back to the paper. “I fear the situation has affected you more than you realize for you to be spouting such nonsense.”

~Hmhm.~

“But perhaps two minds is the way to go… Just not in the same body.”
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                Alyssa couldn’t believe that she had been kicked out of the planning process for Irulon and the solution to the soul problem. Sure, she might have been less helpful than she had thought she would be—which had already been low to start with—but kicked out? It had something to do with Irulon’s latest idea.

The princess was excited. Beyond ecstatic. She had gotten some idea overnight that would apparently solve everything for everyone—referring to herself and the dragon, of course—but needed some time to work out exactly how to go about doing the actual solving. Given that she was working on magic, Alyssa had little that she could directly contribute to the project. All that had been asked of her was to get back into Tenebrael’s ‘good graces’ and then practice her flesh-shaping.

A term that made her shudder. It sounded too… wet and gooey.

But in order to even test at such a thing, Alyssa had to reconnect with Tenebrael. Until she got confirmation that the Astral Authority had been dealt with, she was somewhat loathe to make any attempts. If Irulon needed her right this moment, she would of course take the risk, but Irulon still had her own idea to work out and still had some time beyond that.

So for the moment, Alyssa was taking a casual stroll through the streets of Illuna with Fela at her side. Kasita was taking the time to do a quick check-in with the Yora representatives, checking to see what they thought in the wake of the Astral Authority and infected humans appearing out near the walls. Guard had been doubled on the Owlcroft side of the city. Aside from a few guards still stationed around the monster camp, the eastern wall was practically empty. Apparently. Alyssa hadn’t actually gone out there to see for herself just yet. She just had the report from Brakkt.

Despite the increased presence of the guards on the walls, life inside the city continued more-or-less the same. It was something like what Brakkt had been talking about. There wasn’t an immediate cause for alarm, so most of the general population didn’t worry over anything. They had too much else on their plates to worry over. Food on their literal plates, for instance. Another city might have been concerned over an increased guard presence, but even that wasn’t all that strange to the people of Illuna. They regularly had infected attacking that side of the city. Increased guard was business as usual.

Mostly usual, anyway.

Walking through the market with Fela got her a few looks. Nothing too surprising. Monsters were somewhat commonplace around Illuna. None right now. Martin had asked that all those monsters who were working in the city to remain in the monster camp while the city was on high alert. Just a way to prevent any high tensions from causing incidents. Alyssa was fairly certain that they had passed the word to those monsters who had been sneaking into the city because Alyssa hadn’t spotted any of them.

Not that they were doing that great a job of sneaking anymore.

“The little kid not here today?” a passing customer asked as the pieman handed him a pie.

“Nawp. Daughter’s a bit touchy about it too. Think she’s gotten used to a bit of help around.”

“Thought I saw the little red monster running around earlier, but maybe it was my imagination.”

Not sneaking at all anymore, apparently.

“Good riddance,” another customer said with a hefty grumble. “Pies ain’t supposta have strange hair in ‘em.”

“The kid has blue hair Ed, that strand you pulled out was grey. You’re the only one with grey hair touching your food.”

“The hair was blue, you just couldn’ta told with all the dough baked innit.”

“It was grey,” a seemingly unrelated customer shouted.

“Blue!”

“Grey!”

The entire crowd around the pie stand quickly devolved into bickering and arguing. Seemingly everyone started shouting out colors, including some people shopping at nearby stands. Blue, grey, blue, grey. Even a green thrown in there for good measure. Shame they couldn’t all live in simple peace and harmony, but at least it wasn’t a riot. If anything, the arguing seemed almost in good-nature. Like they were enjoying the little distraction from their morning meal.

Alyssa skirted by, trying to avoid getting herself and Fela involved. The giant flames coming from Fela’s eyes acted like something of a beacon, but she was just unintentionally intimidating enough that most people didn’t like to approach her. At least, she was intimidating toward people that hadn’t seen her chased around the streets by a bunch of children. Luckily for her, that had happened near Martin’s manor, around the wealthier sections of the city. The markets were far from slums, but they weren’t opulent shops either.

And they couldn’t really stop.

Despite their casual stroll, they did have something of a mission. No time to get into an argument about a hair in a pie.

Past the market and through some homely homes, Alyssa and Fela finally reached the wall. The same wall that they had watched the Astral Authority from. Most guards recognized them. One of the guards even tried to escort her up onto the wall itself. But the wall wasn’t their destination for the day.

Brakkt and a trio of draken were already waiting at the nearby gate. He was fully armored, though he had his helmet off. It hung from a hook on the side of Ensou’s saddle.

“Good morning,” he said with a smile and a nod of his head. “Sleep well?”

“I should be asking you that. I had a bed, you’re still out on that makeshift cot in the monster camp. Is that even comfortable?”

“Well enough. I enjoy the rougher nights. Sleeping in the palace always felt too… soft.”

“Fair enough. I guess,” Alyssa said with a half shrug.

Fela, after letting out a truly massive yawn that had a few of the nearby guards taking a step back from her sharp teeth, shrugged. “I slept great, but someone woke me up too early.”

“If you’re left alone, you’ll sleep as long as Irulon.” Though at least it wasn’t as difficult to wake Fela up. A bit of light shaking of her shoulders would do the trick.

“Shall we head out?”

Alyssa’s smile faded somewhat as she looked out through the open gate toward the swampier side of Illuna. There were a lot of corpses out there. Bodies of the infected slain by the Astral Authority. Alyssa had checked the corpses of a few on her way back, using the scythe to try to pull out a soul. None of them had possessed souls, but there were a lot of corpses out there.

Illuna already had a few teams of guardsmen scouring the land for any sign of pentagrams, with Trik overseeing or maybe just observing them. Trik was the leader of the plague containment teams back in Lyria, so he knew a thing or two about infected and clearing them out, but Illuna had a decent amount of experience in dealing with such things as well. The symbols had to be destroyed or simply disturbed lest Illuna become the new Owlcroft. However, they essentially had to comb the swamp. With Fela, their team could go directly from corpse to corpse, following the scent throughout the area. With every body they found and every pentagram they destroyed, the dire situation grew less perilous.

Apparently. Alyssa wasn’t sure how they knew the exact mechanics behind the formation of the pit. Perhaps arcanists back when it had first formed used Retrograde Cognition or other spells to diagnose the problem. Regardless, the belief was that demoniacally formed pentagrams contributed to the pit’s existence. Alyssa had no reason to doubt them.

So she hopped up into Izsha’s saddle. Brakkt slid into Ensou’s saddle while Fela more literally hopped onto Dasca.

And they were off.

Illuna’s teams already scoured the area nearest to Illuna. Luckily. They didn’t have to trudge through the actual swamp much at all, sticking to the path as they headed further into the drier sections of the forest. Alyssa felt bad for the poor guys who were going around with a meat wagon, hauling up all the corpses left behind by the teams. They had to go wading through the murky water to find bodies. At least they didn’t have to search much. Small magical flares burned bright over checked bodies, both alerting Alyssa as to where they could ignore as well as drawing the body collectors to the corpses.

Fela did spot a handful of infected bodies that the initial teams had missed in the swamp. Most of the missed ones were fully submerged with the water too murky to spot the faint glow from the pentagrams. How Fela managed to smell them from beneath the water was anyone’s guess. Perhaps some small gas bubbles escaped or maybe they just left a lingering scent from before they died. Regardless, Brakkt and Ensou went around trampling the pentagrams while Alyssa, using spell cards provided by the city, cast the flare spell to mark the bodies as found.

They continued like that for a good few hours, following Fela, trampling, and marking. It was surprisingly relaxing, considering they were dealing with dead bodies. There was just no sense of danger out in the forest. The Astral Authority had been thorough and effective. Randomly, Alyssa would pull out a scythe just to make sure that there were no bodies slipping by with souls still intact, but so far, every body had the pentagrams next to them and lacked souls.

Something Alyssa had been mildly worried about was the Astral Authority. They seemed to be gone, but were they really? So far, she hadn’t spotted one. All the ones around Illuna were gone, but she thought there was a possibility of finding an injured one out in the forest, left behind. But as long as their portals were working, they probably wouldn’t leave any behind unless they had completely died. At which point, given that it had been several hours since the action the night before, the bodies probably would have disintegrated.

There was too much ground to cover for one day, unfortunately. Owlcroft was several days off. Assuming that infected fled roughly evenly in every direction, there would be miles upon miles of ground to go over. Fela was just one person and Alyssa was not equipped for a full expedition at the moment. Neither was Brakkt. Even Illuna’s guardsmen were mostly sticking within a day’s walking distance. There were preparations to perform a more extensive operation, but nothing that would happen by the end of the night. It would probably be a few days. At the moment, they were just trying to mitigate any potential threats near Illuna.

The full expedition would probably be quite the ordeal. Even if they weren’t going that far from Illuna relative to somewhere like Lyria or even the distance between Teneville and Lyria, it was going to be a long and hard march. Without someone like Fela with them, they were going to have to comb the forests and swamps by hand.

Perhaps another of the monsters inside the camp had the ability to sniff out demons. There were a number of gremlins in the camp. If they could somehow detect demons, having a few of them in the expedition would surely speed up how soon those guards got to return home.

Something to check out once she returned to the city this evening.

Roughly four hours later and Alyssa found herself out of the flare cards. She had even been rationing them. If two bodies were close enough, she would place the flare between them with arrows drawn into the ground or a nearby tree. Doing that, she had been able to mark a good forty bodies with only thirty cards.

She could hardly believe just how many there were. Granted, there had been tons of them when she had been at Owlcroft. But even with her using Annihilator to decimate armies plus whatever forces they lost to the Astral Authority before they started fleeing, there were so many. Had they just been building up for one massive attack on the entire world? It wasn’t impossible. Taking that into consideration, despite the trouble they had caused, the Astral Authority might have been something of a blessing for this world.

It would take Illuna weeks if not months to scour the entirety of the land where the infected could have fled to. Alyssa did not envy them.

With no more spells, their little group started heading back to the city. On the way, she did drag a few bodies to already marked corpses using Spectral Chains. In retrospect, she should probably have been doing that in the first place to group up five or so bodies at once. It would have let her flare spells last a little longer.

“Shame,” Brakkt said as they neared Illuna. “They’ll have people working constantly to create more spell cards. Any supply of ink and paper is likely to run down because of this.”

“It isn’t all bad,” Alyssa said, looking around the swamp. Most of the flares that were dancing around the surface of the water when they had left were gone now, cleaned up by the body collectors. “There aren’t likely to be any demons attacking the city in the near future because of this. I doubt the Astral Authority missed any. They might have even been able to close the pit. Illuna will have to send out some surveyors to see. Or I could ask an angel if I see one anytime soon.”

“True. So long as they don’t come under attack from any other forces in the time being, they will likely have time to restock before any major calamities strike. Hopefully they will have cards reserved to continuously propagate their farms. A famine would be disastrous at the moment with the monsters still at their doorstep.”

“The camp does have a lot of people in it, but relative to the rest of the city? They can’t be taking up that much food.”

Brakkt glanced over. His helmet was still off, giving a clear view of his face. He hadn’t worn it at all since they set out on their errand. There just was no need to do so. Although dreary, the swamp and forest weren’t dangerous at the moment.

Unfortunately, that lack of a helmet gave Alyssa a clear view of his knowing look.

“You think that will matter when the townsfolk are starving and looking for anything to blame? At best, the monsters will be run off. At worst?” He shook his head.

“Perhaps a suggestion to Martin about moving the monsters off to somewhere else. Give them a plot of land near enough to still be under Illuna’s protection, but far enough away that the general population doesn’t worry too much about them all.” As long as the monsters remained allies with Illuna, a dedicated community could even serve as a beachhead into becoming more recognized and accepted as a clique of human society.

Of course, Alyssa wasn’t sure at all how well the camp could grow into a proper community. There were less than a dozen of any given species of monsters. Barring strange reproduction methods, growing a community would require an influx of monsters from elsewhere. For that, Volta could probably step in. Alyssa had no doubt that, as both the leader of a monster community at the oasis and as the court arcanist for Illuna, Volta could get some word out. Whether or not anyone came was another matter entirely.

Still, that was a long-term problem that, while Alyssa would try helping with it, would probably not actually involve her that much. They had spent a lot longer in Illuna than expected. While Alyssa didn’t particularly mind the vacation—she had grown rather fond of Illuna in general, it being a smaller city without wars or attacks helped her fondness—Oz and the other guild members were still trying to get a job for the return trip and Trik was supposed to have returned a long time ago. Brakkt didn’t seem like he was in much of a hurry, but the royal siblings probably shouldn’t stay away forever.

The real question at the moment was about Irulon. If moving back to Lyria interrupted her research and spell crafting, they would be sticking around for the foreseeable future. If she thought she could make better progress back in the palace, they might just be leaving as soon as tomorrow.

Near the gates to the city, Alyssa spotted a familiar face. Kasita stood by, chatting with one of the guards like she knew him her whole life. The moment Alyssa got close enough, she broke off the conversation with a terse smile and practically ran up to Alyssa.

“Mild problem,” Kasita said with no hint of amusement in her tone. “Apparently last night has spooked the Yora goons. They want to leave as soon as possible and were sending off Messages all day about getting away from monsters, demons, and Illuna.”

“That sounds like a good thing. Where’s the problem?”

“From what I gathered from my spying, Yora wants a ‘sampling’ of the monsters. If they can’t get them all, they’re going to try to take a few. And they’re planning on taking them in chains.”

“The camp is still under the protection of Illuna. They aren’t planning on kidnapping some monsters, are they?” Alyssa asked, glancing from Kasita to Brakkt.

The prince put a hand to his chin, considering for a moment before answering. “Martin may choose to go with what ends up easing possible tensions between Illuna and Yora.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together in a tight frown. “Perhaps we should go see Martin? See if we can’t sway him toward keeping the monsters all together. And perhaps make sure that Yora doesn’t kidnap any. There is still that group out in the wilderness that Rokien and Fezzik thought were watching them.”

Even in the wake of a crazy night, something just had to crop up.
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                “Prince Brakkt, Alyssa, Kasita.” Martin greeted them in the manor’s foyer, wearing a comfortable robe instead of the more militaristic garments Alyssa had seen on him recently. Although he looked about ready to turn in for the night, he appeared to be in a good mood. He was far more relaxed than he had been at the wall the night before and was even smiling as he looked to Fela. “And hellhound. I apologize, I never actually caught your name.”

“Fela.”

“Fela, excellent. I do believe the children are awake,” Martin said, pointing over his shoulder toward one of the closed doors leading off from the foyer, “and they still won’t stop talking about you. If you…” He trailed off as Fela ducked behind Alyssa, half hiding.

“I’m fine here.”

“Sorry if we woke you,” Alyssa said. It wasn’t that late, but she knew that he had not gotten much sleep the night before. By the time Alyssa had returned and headed in for the baths, he had still been up on the wall, keeping an eye on the situation. Since she had immediately gone to help Irulon, Alyssa wasn’t even sure what time he had ended up leaving.

It really had been negligent on her part to have just left like that. Sure, there hadn’t seemed to be any Astral Authority or infected about—and in hindsight, there had been no problems with her leaving—but as basically the only expert in Astral Authority matters, she should have stuck around. Even if expert was a completely relative term in this situation.

At her apology, Martin’s smile did wane. “Just don’t tell me that there is another big emergency.”

“No. No emergency that I know of,” Alyssa said with half a glance toward Brakkt. He wouldn’t know about an emergency that she didn’t, but she still felt the need to glance to him just to double check that he hadn’t received any Messages or anything. “Just a few comments, questions, and maybe suggestions to help keep possible future emergencies at bay.”

“We’re referring to the monster camp. This has little to do with the events of last night.”

“Ah. Excellent. The more I hear about that, the less I like it. I read the preliminary report your friend left with the guild…” Martin’s eyes drifted over to Alyssa, making her wonder just how much the report talked about the Justice and how much it talked about her and Irulon.

“If it is any consolation,” Alyssa said with a gesture toward Brakkt, “we were talking earlier and think that there may be a chance that the pit at Owlcroft is completely closed. You’d have to send someone to check to be certain, but… I give it good odds.”

“That would be good news indeed, but… not what you are here for.”

“No. We’re here about the monsters.”

“I see. Should have guessed. Shall we adjourn to the study?” he said, taking a step back and waving toward a different door than the one he had pointed to earlier. Without waiting for a response from either Brakkt or Alyssa, he started walking toward it, pausing only at a servant standing near it to ask for some drinks and refreshments.

“What would you think about granting the monsters a small plot of land nearby?” Alyssa asked as they walked. It was just a short hallway to a rather large room. The doors were quite opulent, as were all official sections of the manor. Whenever important people visited, they brought them here. Alyssa had actually been inside it before, once or twice. Once without having even seen Martin, back on her very first day in Illuna. “Somewhere close enough to fall under your protection,” she continued as she took a seat on what was obviously the guest side of the large rectangular table. “But not really close enough to be in the conscious mind of the people.”

“Is there something that brought this on?” Martin said as he rounded the table. Even though he was still in just a robe, his posture and countenance gave him a rather regal appearance as he took his seat.

“Should there be any kind of strife, the monsters will likely be the first the people turn to as a scapegoat,” Alyssa said as a servant placed a glass in front of both her and Brakkt before filling it halfway full of an amber-colored liquid. “A famine, for example. Even though the monsters are only using a fraction of the city’s supplies, should something disastrous happen, there will likely be friction between the people and the monsters. Even with as well as they seem to be getting along at the moment,” she added, thinking back to her stroll through the market earlier in the day.

“Is there something making you think such a calamity is on the horizon?” Martin said, leaning forward in obvious alarm. He just about spilled the glass of alcohol that his servant had just poured for him. As it was, only the quick reactions of said servant saved it from his elbow.

Brakkt answered before Alyssa could speak. “Only the amount of spell cards we used today to mark bodies. We were concerned for their total supply and what it meant for farming.”

“Is that all…” Martin took a moment to regain his proper posture before continuing. “We have a generous supply of spell cards. I will make a note of it to ensure that we can produce more well in advance of the next harvest and planting season.”

“That was really just an example,” Alyssa said. “Any kind of strife or hardship that might possibly be the fault of the monsters might lead to friction. So keeping them at a distance, close enough to foster an alliance but far enough to be out of the minds of the people, would probably be a good idea.”

Threat completely out of his mind, Martin leaned back in his chair, losing some of his regal posture in exchange for a small drink from the glass. “My advisers,” he said as he placed the glass back on the table. He set it down carefully enough that it barely made a sound. “They want me to get rid of the monsters sooner rather than later, citing such claims as they cannot be trusted not to run rampant throughout the streets of Illuna or they are spying for a larger invasion, just playing the victim to gain sympathy. Let our guard down around them and such.”

“Having spent a great deal of time down in their camp, talking and interacting with all of them, I would be overwhelmingly surprised if they were being subversive in their intentions,” Brakkt said.

“Same. I’m not going to say that every monster out there is a paragon of virtue, but there is nothing to fear from this group, at the very least. Instead, I think there is a lot to learn. A lot to gain. For both human and monster.”

“Mhm.” Martin hummed as he took another small drink. He sipped so little that Alyssa wasn’t actually sure that he was drinking. He could simply be letting the alcohol touch his lips, perhaps wanting to appear as if he were drinking in a social manner but without compromising his faculties.

“There is one small problem,” Kasita said. Alyssa glanced to her with an eyebrow raised, but did not interrupt. “Yora wants to run off with a few or all of them for slavery purposes. If you allow that, the monsters will likely think that they are merely being held until the highest bidder comes along and wants to buy them. I believe that any attempt at an alliance at that point would be completely futile. And there are many benefits that would probably outweigh increased tensions with Yora. I have personally spoken with a number of potion crafters here in the city that have expressed an interest in heading down to the monster camp just to bottle a few hairs from beds. You would have allies with the strength of ten men in the form of those like Rokien should something happen, such as a resurgence in infected from Owlcroft if the pit hasn’t been closed. Or any other threat that befalls Illuna.”

Alyssa nodded along with Kasita. “It would probably be the moral thing to do too,” she added. “No sense causing harm unnecessarily.”

“No. No, of course not.”

A long silence followed. No one seemed ready to break it. Brakkt simply picked up his own glass and drank a visible amount while Martin stared. He wasn’t staring at anyone in particular. It was more of the distant gaze-type of look. One deep in thought. Seeing the serious look on his face was heartening. Alyssa was glad he was giving the situation the consideration it deserved.

Although she hadn’t interacted with him too much, Alyssa found herself rather fond of Martin. He was an older man, obviously with years of experience behind his leadership position—even if his son was technically the true leader of Illuna—and a good head on his shoulders. He didn’t jump into action, considered his advisers without kowtowing to their whims, and otherwise seemed… well, wise.

Alyssa could only imagine what a nightmare staying in this city would have been had it been led by someone more of Decorous’ temperament. What would he have done had a bunch of monsters popped up on his doorstep? Given that representatives of his home were wanting to enslave them, probably that, but probably not without a lot of violence to start with. Some measure of cowing the monsters. Or perhaps he would simply panic at learning of their approach, assume they were assaulting the city, and launch his own army to combat them.

The thoughtful silence shattered along with a glass.

The sudden noise made Alyssa jump. Her hands found her weapons in an instant, but she realized just what had caused the crash before actually drawing either her pistol or the deck of cards.

Fela sat in her chair next to Kasita, glaring with fire burning from her eyes at a shattered glass at her place… or perhaps at her paws, which looked like they were holding a piece of the glass. She, like everyone else at the table, had received a glass and some alcohol. It didn’t take much to figure out what had caused the incident.

Lacking opposable thumbs, Fela had probably tried to pick up the glass with both hands and either pressed too hard or hadn’t been able to maintain a grip, resulting in it sliding out of her paws and shattering before she could grab it again. The same amber liquid that was in all their glasses was now spreading across the table.

“Sorry,” Fela said, mumbling more to herself than anything else. She quickly put her arm against the table, both mopping up some of the drink and keeping it from dripping down onto the rest of her, the chair, and the floor. The servant was quick enough in reacting with a small towel to keep her from needing to get completely soaked to save the upholstery, but her arm still dripped a bit as she moved it away for him to wipe the table.

“My apologies,” Martin said, standing. “I should have thought to have a mug, or something else with a handle, for you.”

“I should have known better. I’ve been around humans long enough.” Taking the towel from the servant, she quickly dried off her forearm.

“Would you care for something in a more suitable container?”

“I’ll just get a drink back at the tavern. They have nice big mugs that I can grasp easily. Sorry,” she said again, this time to the servant.

He didn’t respond much aside from a shallow nod of his head. Alyssa got the feeling that he was at least mildly annoyed with what Fela had done, but didn’t want to express that annoyance in front of Martin.

“I believe we have said about all we had in mind,” Alyssa said, considering standing to leave. She had so far not touched her drink. It felt a bit awkward to grab it and drink it now, but at the same time, it seemed a bit rude to just up and leave a full glass behind. Martin had offered it as a kindness and she highly doubted that it was any kind of cheap swill given that he had served it to a prince. Picking the drink up, she asked a quick question for Martin, mostly to give her a chance to drink it. “Did you have any questions? Maybe about monsters? Or anything, really.”

“No. Not that I can think up at the moment, anyway. I was planning on visiting with our… visitors? Wasn’t sure when, exactly, but I thought it would be a good idea to walk among them. I am getting daily reports from my watchers and guards, of course, but some things simply need to be seen for oneself. Truth be told, I haven’t interacted with them much since their initial arrival, having gone through intermediaries in the time since when I’ve needed to interact with them. My advisers recommend that I avoid putting myself in more danger than necessary. Yet, as the acting leader of this city, I feel I should meet with the leaders of those who might be our future allies.”

Alyssa couldn’t really argue with people needing to see things for themselves, though she bet that Catal could. She hadn’t seen him since Lumen dragged him out of the baths before the angels showed up, but he had been pretty unsteady at the time.

More importantly, from the way Martin was talking, it sounded an awful lot like he was going to end up siding with the monsters over the likes of Yora. Perhaps it was something he had been thinking about for a long while. Perhaps having Brakkt here had helped to sway his decision. Were Alyssa in his place and the Pharaoh’s son showed up with a suggestion, she would probably be inclined to listen.

“If you wish, we would be happy to accompany you,” Brakkt said after a short moment. “I’ve personally spent a great deal of time there and know my way around. Alyssa has as well.”

“I am sure having a warrior of your renown at my side will put their fears at ease.” Martin stood before any of them, making Alyssa feel much better about getting to her feet even though she had only drank half her glass.

It was just a bit too syrupy for her tastes. The thickness of the liquid was just a tad higher than expected. It had a bite to it as well, a bit of a cinnamon-spice aftertaste like she was sucking on a hard candy. As fancy as this drink probably was, Alyssa thought she enjoyed the watered-down tavern ale a whole lot more.

There were a lot of weird alcohols in this world. From this stuff to the overly sweet Tyrian wine that Irulon favored and the drink that Decorous had offered her during their little dinner date—which she hadn’t touched but smelled vaguely of nail polish remover. She hadn’t really been a connoisseur back on Earth, but she was pretty sure that they had nothing like this stuff.

She wondered if it would fetch a high price back home. She didn’t know the price here, but if she could eventually export some to Earth, it might be an interesting business opportunity. Doubly so if she could claim that it came from another world.

If she ever did get a way of meeting up with her father and brother again, of crossing over between the two worlds at will, she could easily become one of the richest people in both worlds. And that was just cross-selling certain items, including potions maybe a select few of the tamer spell cards, and food and drink. If she and Irulon could maintain a monopoly on portal control—assuming they told anyone about other worlds in the first place—even more so.

But those were all so far off that they really weren’t even worth thinking about. She was closer to opening a pizza parlor in Lyria than she was to becoming some kind of multi-reality transportation baron.

Brakkt and Martin shook hands after Martin walked around the table. Bare hands. Brakkt was still in most of his armor, but he had taken the gauntlets and moderately-sized pauldrons off.

“Always a pleasure to meet with you, Martin.”

“Indeed. And you as well, Alyssa, Kasita, and Fela, was it?” He didn’t offer to shake any of their hands, but Alyssa didn’t mind. And Fela still had a bit of the alcohol on herself.

“We’ll let you get some rest,” Alyssa said. “We need to get some rest as well. Been a busy two days.”

“I appreciate all you’ve done to assist in the wake of last night. My men will be run ragged for weeks. Every little bit helps.”

“I’m sure we’ll be doing more in the coming days.” At least so long as Irulon was back at her research. When she was ready for Alyssa, things might change. Or if they found it time to return home. That would obviously disrupt matters. But at least for tomorrow, Alyssa was relatively confident that they would be back out in the west, marking corpses with a fresh load of flare spells.

As Alyssa and Brakkt headed out from the manor, with Kasita and Fela in close tow, Alyssa had to look up to the prince. “I think that went rather well.”

“Martin has always been a close ally of Lyria. Given his son’s comments and support of my father, I imagine that relationship will continue for some time.”

“I do hope you’re right.”
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                The threat level of the city decreased over the following week. No new instances of demonic incursion appeared. That included both infected coming toward the walls and newly infected individuals within the city itself. Fela made frequent rounds to confirm that nothing strange was going on even in the far corners of the city. No giant pits had formed in the swamp or anywhere leading toward Owlcroft, at least not as far as Alyssa was aware. That was despite the massive amount of pentagrams accompanying every deceased corpse. Irulon speculated that the Astral Authority had closed off the pit permanently, but also commented that something else might be needed to activate a formation of a pit.

Such a thing had only happened once in the history of this world. That one occurrence was over at Owlcroft and it had only happened a twenty or so years ago. Recently enough that Tzheitza and the Taker had been in their primes. Although the pit itself had been studied in its early days, its formation was a largely unknown event, mostly due to all the people in the area being dead or infected at the time. The suspicion that the formation occurred because of the pentagrams came about after investigations by the Observatorium found heavy similarities in some kind of magical nonsense that Irulon hadn’t fully explained.

Part of the problem in researching the pit was that no one actually wanted to go near it. A side effect of its aura of oppression combined with the large amount of infected wandering the area. Visits to the pit were often aborted part way. Only a few brave researchers ever made it all the way there, and there were often casualties among their guards. Apparently, the massive amount of infected climbing their way out of the pit that Alyssa had encountered was highly abnormal. Even without that, the presence of infected and the loss of life in such research excursions had actually caused the guild to reject most every request involving the whole area of Owlcroft. A policy that had further hampered research.

It really made Alyssa wonder what really had happened to that gaunt. It was supposed to have been dumped in the pit. She wondered if that had been some kind of joke or euphemism, or if Decorous had ordered it not knowing that his men would likely abandon the gaunt out in the middle of nowhere—which was what had probably happened. According to Martin, no caravan from Lyria had passed through with any gaunt, meaning that it had never even reached this city.

It probably wasn’t a problem. As long as the guards had dumped it far enough away from the city, anyway. With as slow as the gaunt moved, carrying it two weeks out from the city might take it a year to return. Assuming it started heading back immediately and didn’t simply fall into hibernation as Irulon said they were supposed to do.

Though that wasn’t here or there. What was here was a whole bunch of nothing.

“Find anything yet?”

“I don’t smell anything out here,” Fela said, sniffing at the air a few times. “I mean, yes, there are traces of humans, but we’re still close to the human village. Humans come and go all the time.”

“No smell of camps or food?” Alyssa asked, looking around the relatively flat plain to the far east of Illuna. Fezzik and Rokien had mentioned feeling watched quite a while ago, but between all the infected cleanup and the Astral Authority, Alyssa was only now getting around to actually investigating their worries.

The night before, she had spent a good several hours up on the eastern wall, just watching in the distance for any lights that might have been campfires in the distance. She hadn’t spotted any. And, thinking about it, she wasn’t sure that she should have expected any. She wasn’t calling Rokien or Fezzik liars. Far from it. It was just that their entire camp had recently been on the run from unknown pursuers. They were bound to be a little on edge even after a good few weeks in relative safety.

More than that, if there had been watchers, they would have needed food and supplies. Maybe they had several weeks worth of food on them, but knowing the preservation techniques in this world were lacking, Alyssa doubted that they could possibly have gone without resupplying throughout all the time chasing the monsters and then the few weeks of watching them. It made more sense for them to enter the city, maybe even disguising themselves as merchants, and keep up their observations from a point of relative safety and comfort.

“It’s hard,” Fela said, rubbing the back of her paw against her nose. “My sense of smell is all mucked up from that.”

“Oh…” Alyssa grimaced.

That.

The bodies of the infected had to be dealt with somehow. Nobody wanted to simply bury them in the ground and leave them to fester. A large pit had been magically dug far north of Illuna, well away from the city. All the body collectors who went around grabbing the marked deceased carried the bodies all the way up there. For the last three days, there had been a thin haze wafting over the city.

A cloud of incinerated infected.

Alyssa hadn’t been up to the actual burn pit and she had no desire to get near. The black plume on the horizon was disturbing enough just to look at. It thinned out to the point where she couldn’t really see it very well around the actual city, but there had been a faint smell. On its own, the smell wasn’t that bad. The real horror came from knowing where that smell and that smog had come from.

She did not want to know how much dead body dust she had breathed in.

Though it couldn’t have been as bad as what she had breathed in after dealing with the Justice. Luckily, most of that had been plant life. Wood, predominantly. Probably plenty of insects as well. Still, relatively little people… or things that used to be people.

“Well, we’ve done our best, I think. Unless you’ve noticed anything, Izsha?”

The draken sniffed, snorted, and shook its head. Alyssa took that as a no with a small addendum that the air quality was messing with its senses as well. Giving a few comforting pats on Izsha’s side, Alyssa looked back toward the city. They were quite a distance out, though they had been traveling for a lot longer than it would have taken to get here had they moved in a straight line. There was just too much ground to search. Even moving in a wide arc, zig-zagging the entire way while looking for traces of a camp, hadn’t helped them find anything.

If people were out here, they could easily have spotted the large draken and taken cover. They might even be able to use invisibility spells if any were arcanists. Just in case, Alyssa had used the soul observation spell. The same one that showed off Irulon as a dragon. It wasn’t as good as being able to close her eyes and see every soul around, but it was a close second. More importantly, she had been hoping that it would let her detect invisible people by way of seeing their soul.

Either it didn’t work or no one was out here.

“Let’s head back for now,” she said with a light sigh. Finding nothing would probably be a whole lot less reassuring to the monsters than finding something simply because the absence of observers wasn’t proof that there weren’t any. Still, overall, finding nothing might be for the best. Less to worry about that way.

Fela, still rubbing at her nose, gave a light nod of agreement as she climbed back onto Dasca’s back. The way she actually climbed rather than hopped or pounced was just evidence toward how much the bad air was affecting her.

As far as Alyssa understood the situation, the vast majority of the bodies in the immediate vicinity of Illuna had been collected and delivered already, so hopefully the smoke would blow over sooner rather than later. The first expedition had just left to go further into the forest. Two more were scheduled for tomorrow morning, both of which would start circling the affected area in opposite directions. They would not be dragging the bodies all the way back to Illuna, but rather gathering them up over the course of the day and burning them all at once.

She did not envy them in the slightest. Not only were they off on a long and slow march to find corpses, but they had to drag them and then burn them in close proximity? No thanks. No thank you.

“Wait,” Fela said, ears swiveling. Her head followed their swivel a moment after.

Alyssa tried to listen, figuring she had heard something. But her own ears couldn’t detect a sound aside from a gentle rustling of the sagebrush, grass, and scattered trees in the gentle breeze. Neither did she see anything in the direction that Fela was looking.

But apparently the draken did. Both Izsha and Dasca perked up, turning to face the same direction.

“What is it?”

“Don’t know. A noise. Not a natural noise either. It stopped though.”

“How unnatural are we talking? Like Astral Authority levels of unnatural or just a wagon wheel grinding against the ground?”

“I don’t think it was a wagon.”

“But it was closer to a wagon than the Astral Authority, right?”

“I guess?”

Alyssa stared off into the distance, not sure if she should be feeling relieved or not. The Astral Authority would have been bad, but they probably would have ignored them. The same might not apply to some random mortals of any type that were wandering around. “We’ll check it out, but let’s take care. If someone in the distance was setting up a weapon or a trap, we don’t want to run afoul of it.”

As soon as she finished speaking, the draken took off. Alyssa wasn’t sure how good their hearing was in comparison to Fela’s, but they had clearly noticed something that Alyssa had missed. Given that Fela hadn’t told them to slow down, whatever she had heard must have been a good distance away.

The draken only ran for a minute. Maybe not even that much. They came up to a small hill with a single tree on top. It wasn’t a very tall hill, but it was quite wide in diameter, if somewhat lopsided in shape. The slope was much steeper on the further visible side than what was closest to them, but the draken didn’t seem to care. Their charge slowed as they ran up the slope.

“It might have been further out,” Fela said. “But it was somewhere in this direction. Maybe…” Her voice trailed off as they crested the top of the hill.

Alyssa drew her pistol and spell cards upon seeing the other side, both down and pointed away from her friends. She flicked the safety off.

Bodies were strewn about. Humans, but it was hard to tell how many. Most were torn apart. Some looked completely crushed, flattened as if they had been run over by a road roller. It was similar to the scene of the plague house she had entered with the Pharaoh, except done in an open area. Two horses had clearly been mutilated as well, though not quite to the same degree as the human bodies. Her first thought was that a demon or infected had happened across this group, given its similarities to the plague houses. But no matter where she looked, she couldn’t find any mostly intact body that might have been an infected. Nor could she find any pentagrams, true demon created ones or otherwise. At the plague house, the infected there had laid out the body in a pentagram pattern.

A wild animal then? Perhaps a monster? If it was the latter, it wouldn’t have been one from the camp. This was quite a distance away and the human guards would surely have noticed and reported some monster wandering off and returning covered in blood.

And whoever did this had to have been covered in blood afterwords.

“What kind of noise did you hear here?” Alyssa asked, voice a terse whisper. Although she couldn’t spot a threat, something about the area made her tense. The bodies, probably. Seeing a bunch of inexplicably dead people would make anyone tense. For that matter, seeing a bunch of explicably dead people would make someone nervous if they came across them unexpectedly.

Fela didn’t answer immediately. She looked left to right, ears swiveling around and around as she turned her head. The draken were alert as well, taking their time in prowling around as they searched for any threats. Alyssa felt far more at ease than she otherwise would have been just knowing that she had three dependable allies to count on should anything go wrong.

“Still not sure,” Fela said softly after a long few moments of looking around. “Seeing this adds a little context, but not much… Maybe a knife against rock? Or a hardened claw. Not striking it, but scraping against it. It was just a sharp, high pitched noise that made me wince a bit.”

Like nails on a chalkboard. Alyssa frowned, looking around. The bodies were recent, but not five minutes ago recent. The blood and gore had the time to dry, but carrion feeders had yet to move in and start feasting on the corpses. Whatever had done this was probably long gone unless it had been injured. “There might be a survivor,” she said, looking a little closer at the bodies, trying to spot one that wasn’t quite as mutilated as the others. “Don’t spread out too far, but let’s split up a little. Just enough to search this area a little better. Keep each other in sight. Shout if you spot anything. And I mean anything. I don’t care if it is your long lost draken sibling or a little green man from Mars.”

“Mars?”

“It’s a… never mind,” Alyssa said with a shake of her head. “Izsha, let’s head around and see if there are any tracks. Either from survivors that might have been dragging themselves away or maybe whatever did this in the first place. Fela, stick with Dasca. Prowl through here and see if you spot anything that might be a clue. But try to avoid disturbing the bodies as much as possible. Don’t touch them, don’t step on them.”

Orders given, Alyssa sent off two quick Message spells. One to Irulon then one to Brakkt, just in case the princess decided not to inform her brother of what Alyssa had found. Brakkt was out on the western side of the city, making rounds and keeping up observation of the area even though there wasn’t much to observe. Irulon was still sketching out some grand plan and would probably resent being interrupted, but if she could think up any monsters or creatures that might have caused this massacre, Alyssa would welcome a response.

As soon as she finished sending Messages to the two, Alyssa called out. “Is anyone here? Anyone alive?”

It might not have been the wisest idea to shout for people, but Alyssa was relatively confident that she would be able to Spectral Chains anything that might try to attack her. When even angels couldn’t escape—except for Tenebrael—Alyssa wasn’t too worried about some mortal creature. Of course, she did have to be wary about a creature too large. Something as big as the Justice, or even Rokien and Fezzik for that matter, would turn her chains against her.

Still, she had a few more volatile backup plans for anything that couldn’t be chained.

“Anyone?” Alyssa shouted again, scanning the ground. There were obvious footprints pressed into the dirt. With probably ten people—though she still hadn’t been able to accurately count the bodies—they went this way and that while walking around the area. Some looked like they might have been trying to either retreat or attack, a guess mostly based on the heavier presses at the heels and scraping trails from side to side, but that could just be Alyssa’s own imagination coloring in what was otherwise just a trail leading from their camp to their latrine. Had Irulon been present, the princess would surely have been able to reconstruct the entire scene simply from a glance.

Alyssa didn’t even have a Retrograde Cognition spell to use… not that she would really want to use that spell at the moment. Retrograde Cognition left the user vulnerable for an extended period of time. Fela and the draken might protect her from most everything, but if something outlandish happened, like Adrael escaping from her prison and attacking, they would not be able to react at all.

A wheeze from a large bush made Izsha stop. Alyssa held her breath, straining her ears to hear as it started again. A low squeak of a breath of air, accompanied by a faint groan. There was definitely someone there. Or something.

Following her own rule, Alyssa immediately shouted for Fela as she directed Izsha to approach.

The bush was a yellow-brown thing filled with hundreds of thin grass-like strands, reaching up to about Alyssa’s shoulders had she been standing on the ground. She had seen several similar plants around the swamp, so it was probably the same type. This one lacked the luscious green coloration though. Probably a result of the lack of sufficient water up here. Because of its yellow-brown coloration, Alyssa could easily spot a pair of black boots sticking out from one side.

Rounding the bush, Alyssa saw the body in its entirety. An older man, bearded and clothed in torn scraps, lay on top of the bush in just such a way that looked as if he had been thrown on top. One arm was visibly broken and blood leaked from large gashes in the holes of his clothes. But he was breathing. He had a knife held limply in his hand, arm stretched to try to reach the dirt. It looked like he had been trying to carve some words into the ground, but hadn’t made it very far before passing out. The stiff branches of the bush didn’t help his knife-work. Between his sunburnt skin, gaunt cheeks, and dehydrated lips, he must have been lying there for a while. He might have woken up just long enough to try to write something before he passed out again.

That must have been what Fela had heard.

“Don’t worry. We’ll get you to the city. You’ll be fine. Fractal Lock will keep you safe until we can get you medical attention,” Alyssa said, not knowing if the man could hear her at all.
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                “The old man hasn’t woken up yet?”

A… person—Alyssa had trouble referring to anyone in this world as doctors—shook his head. “Not yet.”

She had been a bit nervous about bringing the bearded man to the so-called medical professionals of this world. Her memory of the field hospital after the Juno Federation attack was still far too fresh in her mind. Leeches, no sanitation to speak of, people lying in the dirt with open wounds, people throwing up on each other, filthy blankets and bandages… She had spent twenty minutes inside that tent and the list went on and on.

As a city that had to deal with infected on a fairly frequent basis, Illuna had to deal with injuries wrought by the stronger and faster demons on a regular basis. They actually had a building for recovering injured soldiers. Lyria apparently had a much larger building, but it had been full after that fight, thus requiring the tent. Still, Alyssa was mildly happy to see actual beds for the wounded.

That was about the extent of her happiness. The rest of the place wasn’t anything to write home about. The beds were not the clean white sheets of hospitals that she was used to. The attending staff wasn’t at all better than the doctors she had seen in Lyria. Patients were still grouped up all together in a large room—though it was mostly empty at the moment thanks to the lack of plague incidents and infected assaults. And, if all that wasn’t bad enough, she was fairly certain that she had seen a little family of rats living around the corner of the building. A corner with a small hole in the wood, just the perfect size for a rat to squeeze through to get inside.

Seeing that made Alyssa wonder just how poorly the Black Plague would go over here. Her initial thoughts were fairly dark, until she realized that while the actual medical practices and knowledge of this world were quite abysmal, magic and potions could make up for a lot of things. Alyssa wouldn’t find herself surprised to discover Tzheitza creating a cure for it before the end of the day. The potion master had been trying to concoct a way to fix demonic infection. Compared to that, a run-of-the-mill virus was probably child’s play.

Maybe.

Alyssa had to wonder if Tenebrael had done something to all the Earthlings. She was fairly sure that she had read something one time while trawling the internet before bed back on Earth. It said that going into the past or future more than about fifty years would be deadly simply because of how the immune system works. The time traveler would bring bacteria and viruses with them unknowingly and would be exposed to new or old diseases that their immune system wouldn’t be able to handle. Yet Alyssa hadn’t even sniffled since arriving in Nod, a whole completely different world with a vastly different ecology, and she doubted that her mother, Jason, or Chris had been sick either. And they certainly didn’t seem to be spreading any plagues among the local populace.

Angelic intervention was the only thing that she could think of that would have stopped such things.

Not that she really wanted to test her inability to get sick by sticking around in a run-down hospital.

“Have there been any complications with feeding him using the spells I provided?” Alyssa asked the doctor.

He had as scraggly a beard as the patient. Which just made Alyssa wince at how unsanitary it had to be, hanging over injured people all day. This man, the doctor, was the one who stitched up and bandaged the wounds on their patient. There wasn’t much to be done about the broken arm or twisted ankle without resorting to an expensive and rare potion.

According to the doctor, some of his ribs felt loose too.

If he woke up anytime soon, he was going to be in some serious pain. But at least he wasn’t wheezing anymore. Aside from being unconscious, he looked fairly good. Much better than he had the day before when Alyssa brought him in. His breathing was steady as was his heartbeat, so as long as he didn’t have brain damage, Alyssa had decent hopes in her own medically deficient opinion. Unless his wounds got infected, of course.

“We only have one arcanist on staff. He was having a bit of difficulty yesterday, but managed to work it out this morning. The man didn’t die from the liquefied bread, so I assume it went well.”

“Guess that’s as much as I can hope for. I know I said this before, but it bares repeating: I want your arcanist to Message me the second he wakes up or if his condition begins to decline.” Despite the dead bodies, Alyssa hadn’t seen an angel since Iosefael tossed Adrael into Tenebrael’s prison. She wasn’t about to kill this man just to talk to an angel, but if he did die, she wanted to be nearby.

“Sure. Sure.”

His response was not reassuring, but there wasn’t much Alyssa could do about it. Not unless she wanted to sit around and babysit the coma patient. As much as she wanted to find out what had happened, she had plenty of other things to be doing around the city. Bidding the doctor farewell, Alyssa headed back outside.

Only to find Izsha half sticking out of the alley behind the hospital. Clearing her throat got the draken to slowly back out, revealing a bloodied maw.

A few things ran through Alyssa’s head. First, was Izsha alright? It looked like it. The armored skin was unbroken and undamaged as far as Alyssa could tell. The blood wasn’t from Izsha. So if it wasn’t from Izsha, where…

Glancing down the alley, Alyssa spotted the tail of a rat. No body, just a tail lying out in the middle of the road.

Alyssa looked back to Izsha with a mild grimace on her face. “That has got to be filthy,” she said. “You’re going to get sick.” She might be immune to diseases thanks to Tenebrael, but she doubted the same applied to Izsha.

The draken, of course, didn’t seem to care. It just gave Alyssa a shrug. Not a literal shrug—it didn’t have shoulders that could shrug—but Alyssa was good enough at reading draken body language to translate that much. So far, the Astral Authority seemed to be well and truly gone. Perhaps that was just because there was nothing around to draw their attention. However, if they were gone for good, perhaps Alyssa could return to her idle thought about getting some real communication going between her and Izsha.

“Let’s get back to Brakkt, shall we?”

The previous day, while Alyssa had been bringing the old man into the hospital, Brakkt had gone out with Fela to investigate the site of the incident. They had managed to find tracks, but not tracks that made any sense to Alyssa. They were basically one long trail. Like someone had rolled a massive boulder around. Maybe even to cover their actual tracks. Given that some of the trail was bloodied, it had been assumed that whatever tore apart that group of people was not the Astral Authority or even demons, but rather monsters. Alyssa had asked him whether it could have been simple animals, but he dismissed the possibility.

Among the bodies they had found someone with some Rank Four spell cards. An arcanist of that level should have been able to deal with any regular animals. Rather, from his rudimentary reconstruction of the scene, it looked as if the arcanist had been targeted first. Something that indicated both intelligence—knowing that the arcanist was a large threat—and fear—worry that the arcanist would be able to stop the attack.

An actual reconstruction of the scene was, unfortunately, impossible. By the time Alyssa had returned to the city with the injured man and delivered him to the hospital, stopped by Irulon to grab a Retrograde Cognition spell card, and returned to the incident, it had been too late. Retrograde Cognition worked backwards, playing events in an accelerated manner. But the longer the spell was active—the longer Alyssa sat there watching what had happened—the more the spell degraded. Alyssa had seen a bunch of bodies lying motionless for a few hours before she could see nothing but a static-like fuzz. Perhaps if she had been able to use the spell the second she had arrived, things would have been different. But now, it was too late.

Retrograde Cognition, being both highly ranked and a Fractal spell, was not used by anyone aside from Irulon as far as Alyssa could tell. Unfortunately for this world, there really wasn’t much in the way of forensic spells to fall back on. Or mundane forensics, for that matter. Fingerprints were a foreign concept. DNA was obviously right out. The best they had was blood color—humans all had the usual red blood, but some types of monsters apparently had green or blue—or wound types. It was fairly easy to tell the difference between claws and a blade, after all. One sliced, one ripped and tore.

Based on that, Brakkt and Alyssa were almost positive that none of the monsters in the camp had done this. Despite that, Alyssa and Izsha found Brakkt on the edge of the camp, asking questions of the guards and most of the monsters.

“Been here every day since these things arrived,” the guard said as Alyssa arrived. He was a human, one that she had seen around on occasion but never actually spoke with. Most of the guards around the camp were like that, actually. “Have seen a few of ‘em leaving and coming every now and again, but none headed away from the city.”

“I see,” Brakkt said, checking off a hand-drawn box on a sheet of paper he had. Glancing over to Alyssa, he gave a small acknowledging nod of his head before looking back to the guard. “And your shifts last from morning until evening?”

“That they do.”

Nodding again, this time to the guard, Brakkt scribbled down a bit more. “Thank you for your time,” he said as he finished.

“Lots of trouble these things cause. But it’s an easy job, so I suppose I don’t mind. Better than being out on the other side o’the city.”

“I don’t think anyone from here caused trouble. At least not this time. Just asking to be thorough.”

“Nothing?” Alyssa asked.

“Not so far. Still have…” Brakkt trailed off, glancing down at the paper again. “Five more guards to ask. They won’t be showing up for their shifts until later, however. I did ask around a few of the monsters as well. No one mentioned seeing anything.”

“That doesn’t surprise me,” Alyssa said. “Do you suppose we should…” Trailing off, she threw a glance to the guard. He was still just standing around, watching their conversation. Alyssa fully admitted that this was probably a relatively boring assignment. Especially once the novelty of being around so many monsters wore off. But… didn’t he have to at least act busy?

Shaking her head, she hopped off Izsha and gave a small gesture for Brakkt to walk with her. Brakkt was a tall man, taller than she was, but it felt a little awkward to be so much higher on Izsha’s back. Although she considered him a pretty good friend, he was still a prince and looking down on him just seemed a little off.

Far enough away from the guard, who thankfully had taken the hint and not followed after them, Alyssa said, “I wonder if we shouldn’t talk to the Yora people. The steward or retainer or whatever he was might not know anything about the people out there, but I bet the intelligencer might.”

“You still think they’re from Yora?”

“I think it would make sense. We didn’t find any insignia or other evidence that they were from Yora, but if we’re operating under the assumption that the people chasing after and watching the monsters were from Yora, this group could easily have been them. There were no wagons, so they aren’t goods vendors. They might be travelers from somewhere else, I suppose. But people don’t really travel that much unless they’re merchants or important. Important people generally wear clothing or carry banners bearing their symbols,” Alyssa said with a pointed look at Brakkt’s chest. He was wearing his armor at the moment, sans helm and gauntlets, which had a prominent symbol of the Lyrian Royalty over the left breast. “Judging by the rough clothes, heavier gear, and weapons, I doubt they are simple travelers anyway. They are either a clandestine group from Yora or a party from the guild.”

The guild hadn’t reported anyone missing. It was possible that they were a group who had been heading here from Lyria or elsewhere, somewhat similarly to how Oz and his crew had been on their mission to escort Raugis. According to Oz, it was generally considered polite to inform via Message a far off branch of the guild of their impending arrival when setting out. There was a communications failure if the listed contact of one branch had died or otherwise was absent and other branches hadn’t updated their records to reflect that change in position, but it wasn’t a thing that happened often. If someone died, someone else from the branch would send out Messages all around to inform them of the name of whoever had taken over the position.

Sometimes smaller branches got left off the list.

Still, that would take a lot of different failures going on. Alyssa thought it was far more likely that they were from Yora.

In which case, it was also highly likely that this had not been an accident of any sort. The monsters from this camp might not have done anything. In fact, Alyssa highly doubted that anyone here would have risked their tentative friendship with Illuna even if presented with the opportunity for revenge. If they even could take revenge. The gremlins didn’t look too threatening on the best of days. Honey bees had fairly sharp looking stingers on their abdomens, but using them had to be awkward; if they were anything like normal honey bees, those stingers might be one time use only as well. Two lizardy people, Fezzik, and Rokien were really the only threatening ones. All four of whom had been accounted for over the past several days.

Speaking of Rokien… The minotaur was slowly approaching their group. Although Alyssa and Brakkt had moved out of the camp for their brief conversation, none of the guards tried to stop Rokien. One even gave him a respectable nod of his head. Most of the monsters were generally free to come and go. Aside from immediately following the incident with the Astral Authority, during which the monsters were to stay in the camp, they had been more or less free to leave whenever they wanted. Most didn’t. A few of the curious gremlins liked to explore the city and Fezzik worked as a guard around the western gate most days, along with one of the two lizard people and a few others who had barely higher than human-level abilities. But for most, their curiosity did not overpower their wariness of humans.

“I’ve asked around those who have their eye on our number. None have left except to the city. Whatever this was, it wasn’t us.”

“I didn’t think it was,” Brakkt said as diplomatically as possible. “I merely wanted to be sure.”

“Rokien,” Alyssa said before pausing for a moment. She was about to tread on possibly sensitive ground. While the minotaur was a fairly hardy man, she didn’t want to cause more strife than necessary. “Your community used to be much larger. Were there any members who got left behind? Perhaps they had been thought dead or were out hunting and foraging or just otherwise unaccounted for while your group marched here?”

The answer didn’t come immediately. It was hard to read Rokien’s face—he had the body of a man but the head of a bull, being a minotaur—and she really hadn’t spent much time around him relative to the likes of the draken—who she thought she was relatively good at reading. Still, she got a distinct impression of discomfort. A slight tightening of his fist, a movement in his jaw, the way his large brown eyes looked from Alyssa to Brakkt.

“We do need to know this, Rokien. We’re not against you or trying to trick or trap you. But there is a group of humans dead not far from a human settlement. If they were the ones chasing you, then I really don’t care. But if that survivor wakes up and claims to be a simple traveler who got ambushed by a monster, we need to do something. But we can’t figure out what that something is until we have a full grasp of the situation.”

It took another minute of somewhat awkward silence, but eventually, he spoke. “A third of what we once were are not here today.”

Alyssa had expected that much. They had spoken before about how their leader had lost their head and a few of their number went missing seemingly overnight.

“Yes. There were some left behind. There were some that couldn’t keep up while walking. There could be… thirty, perhaps. Thirty that I never saw a body for.”

“Were any capable of causing the kind of damage we described?”

“One, perhaps,” Rokien answered after another long pause. “You may have been correct in your assumption earlier,” he said with a bit more enthusiasm. “We did have two people out of the farm on the day of the first attack. Two hunters. My brother, a shorter ‘taur…” He held out his hand well over Alyssa’s head, but quite a bit lower than his own. “By minotaur standards, anyway. Clumsy sort, but he was strong. He could carry two fully grown bull elk. One over each shoulder. Though his hunting partner would occasionally consent to carrying the load.”

Alyssa grimaced as Rokien’s tone turned to a fond reminiscing. She hadn’t wanted to give possibly false hope that his brother was still alive, but… as Rokien mimed holding carcases over his shoulders, she couldn’t really bring herself to interrupt either.

“He wasn’t really a hunter,” Rokien added with… a smile? It was hard to tell on a bull’s face. “He would carry the bodies and load them up, but he wouldn’t hurt them while they were alive. Worrik didn’t do this.” Rokien’s tone turned serious once again and even shot a glare in Alyssa’s direction as if she had suggested such a thing. “He was a clumsy boy. Wouldn’t be able to even if he could.”

“You said there were two hunters? Who was the other?”

“An apophis by the name of Lueta. She was the real hunter.”

“Apophis?” Alyssa asked with a glance toward Brakkt. It wasn’t a species she recognized or heard of.

But Brakkt’s eyes lit up. That alone told her that it was probably something with scales.

“An apophis? Really?” He didn’t even answer her question. “North of Pandora? How did it—she? I wasn’t aware… I guess I’ve never even seen one, just heard tales from the guardsmen at the wall.”

“Always kept to herself,” Rokien said. “Don’t know why she stuck with us. Only seemed happy while out hunting or smoking from her pipe while lazing around in one of the larger huts. Bit testy too. She would snap at anyone who dared to bother her during her smoking sessions. But she provided food and didn’t bother anyone, so we didn’t raise too big of a fuss. Though her venom did do strange things to the animals blood.”

Venom, Alyssa thought, trying to remember if any of the bodies had bite marks on them. In their dismembered state, it had been difficult to tell. “What is an apophis?”

Brakkt looked to her with a half-smile on his face. “Imagine a snake that could reach from here to the city walls!”

Grimacing again, Alyssa looked toward the city. It was… far off. A good few minutes at a light jog. Probably not a mile, but she wouldn’t be surprised to find out that it was. “I really don’t want to.”

“She wasn’t that long,” Rokien said. “Never seen another. Maybe she was a runt. Or you just heard exaggerated tales.”

“Still, just imagine!”

“Still don’t want to.”

“We have to find it,” Brakkt said, looking from Rokien to Alyssa. Something seemed to come over him as he looked at her. Though the enthusiasm in his eyes didn’t dampen, his posture stiffened. Giving a light cough, he said, “For the good of the city and the monsters here, of course.”

“We still don’t know if this apophis thing actually caused the attack.”

“I…” He trailed off, stiffening further as a completely serious expression crossed his face. “I let myself get a little excited a moment ago, but it would be neglectful to ignore such a lead. If the stories I have heard of these beings are even remotely true, one running wild could be a danger to everyone. Not just the humans here.”

Alyssa sighed. “I still want to talk to Yora. And Volta.” If anyone had a way to contact a suspected monster, it would be Volta. Alyssa could use a simple Message spell—they had a name—but Message spells were inherently human magic. A monster wary of humans would absolutely not follow any directions given by such a spell. Assuming this giant snake really was their suspect. If not, she would be sending Messages out into the aether for no reason in particular.

Volta would be good to talk to again anyway. She had already paid the doppelganger a visit immediately after delivering the old man to the doctors—the cursed sword had actually been one of her first suspects, but more than one servant claimed to have seen it around the manor over the past several days and no guards reported any suspiciously cloaked individuals leaving the city. The sword could have hopped the wall or gone some through somewhere unwatched, but Alyssa liked to trust that Volta wasn’t lying when she said it wasn’t either of them.

So to Volta it was.
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                “Going somewhere?” Alyssa asked as she tapped her knuckles on the open door of Volta’s office. The doppelganger was inside, placing some items into a large trunk. Most of the items seemed to be raw materials. Rolls of cloth, mostly. There were a few other odds and ends as well. Cardstock for spells as well as vials of ink, a fairly thick blanket, and a few changes of clothes—which was somewhat strange as Volta’s clone appeared with clothes already on it. Then again, maybe the clothes were for Volta’s actual body.

The cursed sword stood by, watching her from the corner of the room. Alyssa hadn’t even entered yet, choosing to stand in the doorway until she actually got invited in. It was only polite, even though the door was wide open. Most importantly, if Volta’s bodyguard did decide that there was a need to do some guarding, the extra step between them could mean the difference between getting a cast of Spectral Chains off and getting her head lopped off.

At Alyssa’s question, Volta looked up. “Ah, Alyssa. Good evening to you,” the fake body said as it rolled up another bundle of cloth. “I take frequent sabbaticals. It has been a while since my last one, what with your presence and all the… other excitement that has been going on around our city.”

Alyssa’s first thought went to the Astral Authority, only to realize that Volta was probably referring to the monsters. As a monster, other monsters would probably be a much higher priority to work with than a one-off night of strange beings appearing then disappearing. Even demons weren’t much of a concern, in all likelihood. They were the duty of the city guard. Volta, as the court arcanist, advised on magical matters and could sometimes defend during particularly bad instances of plagued incursion. Most news of an infected approaching the walls would arrive too late for the court arcanist to handle though.

As for the sabbatical… “Off to the oasis?”

Volta’s smile didn’t flicker, but there was just a slight pause before the cloned body next spoke that made Alyssa wonder if she should take more care in speaking. There wasn’t anyone in the hallway at the moment—she had been let into the manor and found her own way up to the office without needing the assistance of a guide—but who knew how thin the walls were.

“Mind coming in and closing the door?”

Alyssa promptly complied. “Sorry,” she said a little softly.

“No matter. I’ve never had anyone request to join me on my little trips. Even if someone overheard, I’m sure they wouldn’t pay it much mind.”

“Ah… but you are heading to the oasis?”

“As I said, it has been some time since I was last there. I should make sure nobody has burned the place down in my absence.”

“I have most of the supplies you asked for. The non-perishables, at least. They’re just kind of sitting in a guild storage room. I hope nobody has taken them,” Alyssa added as an afterthought. “Sorry they haven’t been delivered yet. I honestly didn’t know that we would be spending so much time here. If you wanted to take them yourself, I’d be happy to hand them over.”

“That might be possible. As long as we can do so with some discretion. As I mentioned previously, heading off on my own with a bunch of supplies will bring unnecessary suspicion on me. As I also mentioned, the oasis is doing fine and the supplies I asked for are mostly supplementary. We are not in urgent need of items and equipment. So if we cannot transfer the supplies, I won’t be overly upset about it.”

“Still, even if you only take part of them, that might help things. And we could take more later on. Assuming we ever leave. Irulon has decided to finish her work here rather than at the palace, so we might be here for some time yet. Truth be told, I’d feel a little strange leaving with Yora still around and that incident with the dead humans… Speaking of, will things be alright without you advising Martin?”

“Martin has elected to deny the requests of Yora and support the monsters, no doubt thanks to your little discussion with him the other night. I feel comfortable leaving matters entirely to him for at least a short amount of time. This won’t be an extended trip. Just a quick day or two to check on things at the oasis before I head back. I also plan to visit the site of this incident you brought up. Just to see if we can’t glean some information that a human might not notice.”

“Do you have a quick way of getting there?” The oasis was a good three days away by horse. A day or two would be very quick indeed.

“A quick day or two plus travel time, I suppose I should say.”

“Ah.”

“But I assume you didn’t come here just to chat about my travel plans,” Volta said, resuming the folding of clothes.

“You would be right about that. I was wondering if you might have a way of sending a message—not necessarily via the spell—to the monster that might have caused the attack. We have a name of a suspect, so I could send a Message, but we might also be entirely wrong. Since Message doesn’t let the user know if the Message was actually delivered, I was hoping you might have a more reliable method of getting into contact with an unknown.”

“You have a suspect?” Volta said, raising an eyebrow while pausing the packing once again.

“Some giant snake. Apophis, I believe the species was.”

“Hmmm… Haven’t heard of such a creature.” As she spoke, Volta’s clone body reached down to the desk, pulled open a drawer, and pulled out a fairly thick tome. Upon opening it, Alyssa spotted a number of drawings and sketches quite similar to the one Catal had drawn of the Justice. All were accompanied by text. Flipping forward and back, Volta eventually landed on a page.

There was a snake drawn on the page. Being a drawing, Alyssa really couldn’t tell its size. Not until she noticed the little drawn human in one corner. The stick figure was little more than a dot in comparison. If this was a copy of a guild bestiary, they either had the same bad information that Brakkt had or there really were snakes that could reach from the city walls clear to the monster camp.

Rokien had said that this particular apophis wasn’t that large. But Rokien was a giant in his own right. His perspective might be completely off-base compared to Alyssa’s. His definition of small was probably much larger than what she would expect.

“Interesting. Somewhat frightening as well if I only consider what is written here. The guild is prone to exaggeration, however. Magically resistant scales? Toughness on par with a dragon? I doubt that very much. According to this, only four have ever been spotted, three of whom were killed by Rank Six arcanists at the Fortress of Pandora. Given that it doesn’t mention a full army being required to slay them, I find it hard to believe that anyone at the guild would even write this, let alone distribute it.”

“I knew the guild had books like that, but they distribute them? Like, anyone can go up and buy one?”

“Not quite,” Volta said, looking up from the thick tome. “There is generally a copy at each major guild outpost. Additions or changes are communicated magically to a dedicated scrivener at each location. Drawings vary widely between branches simply because descriptions are given in words which don’t always translate the same way for different people.”

“There isn’t a way of magically communicating pictures of something? Maybe books that update themselves when a master copy updates? Or a Message spell that can send a picture instead of words?”

Volta hesitated in answering, slowly shaking the double’s head. “I don’t think so? I was not traditionally trained in magic at the Lyrian Observatorium, so there may be plenty that I am unaware of. But I feel I would have heard of such things.”

Alyssa made a mental note to ask Irulon. It was unlikely that such a thing existed currently. The guild would surely use it if that were the case. Still, it might be good to ask. Even aside from the uses it would have for the guild and their record keeping, spotting something and then immediately sending a mental picture to Irulon or Brakkt could be valuable.

But having a book that updated itself would be neat too.

“I might have to see about getting a copy of that book,” Alyssa said. She had her own little bestiary in her notebooks, but that was a retroactive book. It only got additions after she had encountered monsters. Knowing in advance whether a salamander was really dangerous or just mildly dangerous might help.

Though if it was as exaggerated as Volta suggested, maybe it wouldn’t be all that useful in the end.

“Guild members are free to go in and view it whenever they wish, but it isn’t supposed to leave the premises. I had this particular copy specially commissioned from our local branch of the guild several years ago, so it is likely out of date. It was… quite expensive, but I thought it would be good to know what the humans think they know. And it has been quite amusing to peruse as well.” Volta paused to chuckle before speaking with obvious amusement laden in every word. “They still think doppelgangers need a corpse to take over for our outward appearance. Ha!”

Alyssa smiled along with Volta’s amusement, though it was more of a polite smile than any kind of actual humor derived one. “Even if the book isn’t completely correct, it at least got the part about the apophis being a snake correct. Rokien said that it was small enough to fit into a hut however. Maybe it is just young? Stunted growth? Or maybe it coiled up so much inside its hut that there was no room to move.”

“I doubt that last one…”

“Yeah. Me too. I’m hoping for a creature of a far more manageable size. Though it was strong enough to take out a good ten to fifteen people, leaving only the one survivor. And he likely only survived because he had been rendered unconscious in a semi-concealed area.”

Nodding, Volta looked back down to the bestiary. After reading a moment, she tried flipping to the next page, only to find it describing something called an arachne. A spidery-human hybrid by the looks of the picture. Eight legs, large abdomen, spindly limbs, human torso on the front end like it was some kind of centaur. Lots of eyes on the human face. Alyssa didn’t get a chance to read any of the text before Volta flipped back to the apophis.

“I might have a way of getting into contact. We—that is to say monsters—have something of a message system of our own. Not the spell, but signs and shapes left around the world to inform those in the know of nearby sanctuaries or safe resting areas within human territory. The oasis, for example, has a number of shallow marks cut into rocks that all point the way. We’re careful to keep them looking natural. Only someone with an eye for the patterns should notice under most circumstances. Even then, they might miss half the signs or simply not know of them in the first place. If this apophis went and killed a number of humans, it may have followed after the monsters in the camp only to have smelled those that attacked its home nearby. If so, it may still be in the area. On our way out,” Volta glanced up to look at the cursed sword, “we can drop a few signs saying that entering the camp may be alright.”

“Would it be?” Alyssa had to ask. “We’ve got half the guards on the lookout now for anything that might have killed that group of humans. A giant snake showing up a few days later might lead to some trouble.”

“I don’t imagine it would… No. You might be right. Unless that group can be confirmed as brigands and raiders, I don’t imagine a monster showing up who might have done it would be tolerated let alone celebrated. I’ll see about directing it toward the oasis.”

“If the humans were actually innocent, and I don’t necessarily believe that… I don’t know how much I can condone sheltering a murderer.”

“Even with as generous as Martin and Illuna as a whole is being with the monsters in the camp, handing a monster over to the city as a suspect in a crime will likely lead to it being lynched before any real truth can be uncovered.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together. Lynching wasn’t any kind of justice. But neither was sheltering a murderer. The justice system in this world was cold and brutal. Spells such as Rigor Mortis proved that without any context needed. Add in an undercurrent of racism—speciesism?—and mitigating factors such as self defense would be completely ignored. Alyssa could only imagine what might happen. Ultimately, she slowly nodded her head.

“Let’s discover what happened before we make any further decisions.”

Though she said that, she had a feeling that, should it come out that the slain humans were just regular travelers, the apophis would quietly disappear from the oasis and out of Alyssa’s hands. Assuming there was an apophis in the first place. Volta dropping messages to direct a monster somewhere might just end up with an entirely unexpected monster showing up.

Which also assumed that the monster would follow the directions. It might just choose to leave, wander on with its own life. It might not even be around anymore, having exacted revenge on humans for what happened at the monsters’ former home.

And even that assumed that whatever attacked the humans was related to the monsters down in the camp. More than just the apophis and Rokien’s brother had gone missing without a body being found, so there was a good chance that someone else survived. But it could have been a random passing monster, or even an animal. Alyssa doubted that they would know for sure unless the old man woke up. Until then, everything was speculation.

“I shall keep you informed of any developments while I am away, should our mystery guest make an appearance.”

“Alyssa Meadows,” Alyssa said. “Messages do not work on me if you only use Alyssa.”

“You have two names?” Volta said, eyebrows up with genuine surprise.

“A quirk of my homeland.”

“Truly? Fascinating. Where are you from? Somewhere with a sizable elf population?”

Blinking, Alyssa shook her head. “I don’t think so?”

“Elf culture typically has a public name, the name they offer to others and the name that most humans likely know, and a secret name. One that is given only under exceptional circumstances, either to impress upon an enemy or for private use with a lover.”

“My last name isn’t anything so special. It just… identifies who my family is? Except tons of people who I’m not related to probably have my last name.” Who knew how many Smiths were in the world. “But it is something like that.”

“Interesting. The closest humans have is solely within the Houses. Martin, for example, is sometimes referred to as Martin of Illuna.”

If Alyssa remembered right, that was how a good number of last names got started back home too. A few at least. Most were from professions or… she honestly had no idea where Meadows had come from. Perhaps an ancestor of hers owned a meadow and was well known for it? It was probably so long ago that she doubted it was at all relevant back home, let alone in a whole new world.

Perhaps this world would eventually follow along a similar path. The man in the markets who baked pies with the monsters might one day have descendants known as Bakers. Or Piemen, if that was a real last name. Even if it wasn’t, it might be here.

Puzzlings on the origins of names aside, Alyssa did have one other group she wanted to check in on. Or, more specifically, a certain prisoner. “I’ll head over to the guild later and start collecting some of the smaller supplies in an hour or so. Are you leaving soon?”

“Not until morning. I’ll stop by before leaving, right around daybreak.”

“Good.” That would give plenty of time to talk with just about everyone that Alyssa wanted to talk to. “I’ll see you then, Volta. And… Uh…” Alyssa threw a glance toward the cursed sword in the corner of the room. Since Alyssa had entered, the sword had stopped paying attention to their conversation and started staring down at her own sword, still wrapped up in the same brown cloth that covered pretty much all of the woman. “You as well?”

“Red will be coming too.”

“Ah… Do people really not find it suspicious that you’re always accompanied by a strangely cloaked person?”

“The lay person does not care about a random walker wearing a hood. Many people do. As for Martin, servants, or guards who we see frequently, I have simply explained that Red’s skills as a bodyguard are unrivaled, but she suffers from quite severe disfigurement. They have not asked to see underneath the cloak since then.”

“Huh…” That seemed quite… irresponsible. But this was a completely different era that had completely different values and ideals. For example, Alyssa would never have been able to walk up on the guard post of a military installation back on Earth. Yet here on Nod, she had done so several times both in Lyria and in Illuna.

She wasn’t completely regular, what with her association with Irulon, but the guards didn’t always know that. Her first interactions with Decorous outside the Lyrian royal palace were evidence enough of that. Only Oxart knew her and Oxart really only knew her at the time as the girl who had seen the monster army on the horizon.

Even right now, leaving Volta’s office, Alyssa was heading to another military-run section of the city. The dungeons not far from Martin’s manor.

They weren’t really dungeons in the way Alyssa would have pictured the word. They weren’t even underground. Walls had been built from stone and metal bars partitioned off the windows, but otherwise, it looked more like a jailhouse from an old western movie. And the guards let her right inside to see the prisoner she had brought in with Irulon.

The woman who had been with the Yora group.

“Hello, Intelligencer.”

Sitting in the back of the cell on a pile of straw, the woman perked up at being addressed, only to narrow her eyes once she saw who was standing on the other side of the bars. “It’s you. What does the lapdog of Princess Irulon want with me now?”

“Just a few questions that I hope you might be able to answer.”
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                The intelligencer had been far less useful than Alyssa had been hoping for. She could honestly not tell if she was being lied to or if the intelligencer genuinely didn’t know anything about the group of people. Alyssa had presented the idea that the people were still alive and had simply been detained in the hopes that the intelligencer would worry that one might betray Yora if pressed, but…

In short, the intelligencer had done nothing but deny, deny, and deny. She didn’t know anything. She didn’t know who the people were. And she definitely didn’t know why she was being questioned over the matter.

Seeing that she wasn’t going to get anywhere in the conversation, Alyssa started to leave, only to stop as the intelligencer got to her feet.

“How long am I going to be here?”

Alyssa glanced back, frowning. “How am I supposed to know?”

“I’m only here at the request of your princess. I didn’t do anything against Illuna.”

“Thievery is legal here in Illuna? I was unaware.”

“That’s not— It is my job.”

“Perhaps it is time to find a new job then.”

“Is that an offer?”

Alyssa blinked twice before turning fully toward the intelligencer. “What do you mean?”

“Oh come now. I am well aware that my countrymen are on the way out of this city. One way or another, they won’t be sticking around for another week. At this rate, they’ll be leaving without me. Even your princess has likely forgotten about me.”

Doubt it. Though it was true that Irulon hadn’t so much as mentioned the intelligencer since locking her away.

“I’ll be trapped in here,” she continued, “a prisoner of a petty crime, for the rest of my life. I’ll be lucky if they keep throwing scraps of food in.”

“They wouldn’t forget… would they?” The cell was in a fairly prominent area. Guards could see her while walking down the hall. The jailhouse wasn’t that big, so even if she got forgotten by some fresh guard on his first shift, shouting down the hall would alert others to her problem.

“This is a temporary holding cell,” the intelligencer said as if reading Alyssa’s mind. “If I’m here more than a month, they’ll probably transfer me to somewhere where the sun doesn’t shine.”

“That’s a bad euphemism to use.”

“It is quite literal.”

“That aside… I can’t hire you. You are entirely untrustworthy. I could list a few dozen other reasons why hiring you would be a bad idea, but none of them quite compare with the first and I’d rather not waste my breath.”

The intelligencer let out a long sigh, letting her hands fall from the bars. “Shame. Guess you’ll never find out what happened to those dead men you were asking about.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together. There was no point in pointing out that the woman shouldn’t have known about them being dead. Alyssa hadn’t referred to them as being dead even once. She had been careful to not use any past-tenses that might have given her away either. Perhaps she had slipped up or perhaps her overly careful questions were too obvious.

There were a few other things she had mentioned over the course of their conversation that the intelligencer shouldn’t have known about. According to the guards, she had received no visitors since being incarcerated. Yet she had just mentioned that her companions would be leaving her behind, which fit with what Kasita had mentioned the other day. Not only that, but she had given a fairly specific time-frame of less than a single week. Alyssa hadn’t let that little detail slip by.

So somehow, she was likely getting information from the outside. A Message spell directed at her was the most likely offender. A guard talking where she could have overheard wouldn’t know about the plans of the Yora people. That she had someone still willing to feed her information said, to Alyssa at least, that someone wasn’t likely to forget about her.

Speculation was well and good, but the how didn’t really matter at the moment.

What actually mattered was that the intelligencer wanted her to think that she knew something about the situation. She was either showing off how good she was at her job or simply trying to offer information, something enticing enough that Alyssa would want to know, in exchange for something else. Freedom, most likely.

Possibly a job if she had been serious about that.

“What do you know?” Alyssa asked, wondering how much free information she could get out of the woman before she started making actual demands.

The intelligencer turned away, not fully, just enough to put her side to Alyssa. A slight turn of her head made it difficult to see her face.

“They aren’t from Yora. I’ll tell you that much.”

Alyssa frowned. If true, that shot half of Alyssa’s theories full of holes. “Where are they from then?”

“Hmm…”

“You don’t know?”

“Of course I know. It is my job. I’m just wondering if I should tell you.”

“Don’t believe it,” Alyssa said instantly. “I’ll call your bluff. You’re just trying to get some concessions.” This time, it was Alyssa’s turn to turn away. She had really nothing to lose from just walking off. The intelligencer seemed to think that none were alive. Yet the one in the hospital was still around. Between him and Volta’s efforts with a possible monster, she would discover what happened sooner or later.

And if all else failed, there was always the angelic route. Iosefael or Tenebrael might know what happened and, if they didn’t, they could probably find out without too much trouble. Barring the Astral Authority resuming their efforts against Tenebrael following the annihilation of the demons and the falling of the Justice, Alyssa was expecting someone with wings and a halo to show up any day now.

But until then, she wasn’t the kind of person to just sit around waiting for answers to fall into her lap.

“They were bounty hunters,” the intelligencer said just as Alyssa reached the end of the hall.

Turning around, Alyssa found the woman back up against the bars, practically pressing against them to see down the hall. Both her hands were clamped around the bars tight enough to turn her knuckles white. Alyssa had to stop and stare for a moment, wondering if she was actually that frightened about being left and forgotten inside some dungeon.

If the intelligencer knew that she had accurate intelligence and thought that Alyssa wouldn’t figure it out on her own, the correct play would have been to allow Alyssa’s departure. Later on, a theoretical more desperate Alyssa would have come back, far more willing to agree to whatever demands the intelligencer had. The intelligencer couldn’t have known about the angels aspect, but her desperation here probably meant that she knew there was more information out there. She might even know about the one survivor…

Or she just trusted that Irulon would be able to work it out if Irulon actually set her mind to it.

Regardless of the why, the power dynamic had shifted. So Alyssa slowly turned back. She pretended to ignore the flicker of relief on the intelligencer’s face as she approached the bars again. “Bounty hunters? The guild said they weren’t aware of anyone out there.”

“Not guild aligned. There are other bounty hunters out there. Annoying to find and even more annoying to hire, but plenty of people don’t like their dirty work going on the guild’s records.”

“People like you?”

“Of course.”

Alyssa nodded, not at all surprised. “Then these particular bounty hunters were also hired by you?”

The intelligencer pressed her lips together, staring for a long moment. “Look. The higher-ups back home want things done. Things that we aren’t equipped to deal with out here in the middle of nowhere.”

While Alyssa would hardly call Illuna the middle of nowhere, she somewhat understood what the intelligencer was getting at. And what their plan was. “Your friends want to kidnap a few monsters for whatever reason. You can’t do it yourselves and you can’t hire the local guild—they probably want to keep on good terms with the government here, after all. So your friends pack up and leave, disappointed in Martin’s decisions and possibly threatening retribution. Meanwhile your bounty hunters go kidnap a few monsters. You get what you want without having to get your hands dirty or come into any real conflict with Illuna, Yora leadership gets what they want, and Martin is left with some threats and some angry monsters on his doorstep.

“Except the plan has failed. The bounty hunters are dead. So what is the next step? Yora goes home empty handed?”

“The retainer? Disgrace himself with failure?” She scoffed, looking off to the side. “He’ll be getting desperate after this. Maybe even make a fool of himself in front of Steward Martin. I was supposed to be our key to getting what we wanted. A bit of dirt here, a bit of blackmail there. But here I am, trapped thanks to a foolish blunder on the part of my contacts in the city.”

“You expect me to believe that you don’t have a way of getting information in and out of this cell? I already know that you know a lot of things that have happened since you’ve been locked up.” Blackmail surely didn’t need her physically present. In fact, being trapped in a cell seemed like a great alibi for not having anything to do with the situation. Though the alibi fell apart entirely by saying all that…

Just what is her angle.

“I’ve been stripped of my spell cards. None of the guards here are on my payroll. Getting word out is not as simple as you might think. But information in? In is easy. I have a ton of contacts constantly feeding me information via Message spells. Most don’t even realize that I’ve been incarcerated. Or… at least… didn’t realize. The information coming in took a sharp drop over the past two days. I’ve… started worrying that the next thing I get in is going to be a knife across my throat.”

“You’re going to be assassinated?”

“I know things. I told you, it is my job to know things. Plenty of the things I know would politically harm Yora as a whole, maybe even enough to put Valorous and Decorous in a precarious situation over in Lyria. If Retainer Deezer got word that the bounty hunters were wiped out and put the word out that he suspected me of betraying them, it would certainly explain the information cut-off.”

“So you decided to tell me all this, preemptively betraying them just in case. Again, I find it incredibly difficult to find you trustworthy at all. This conversation really hasn’t done you any favors if you’re still trying to get hired by me or Irulon.”

“I know Princess Irulon by reputation. She could keep me safe from whatever they might send my way. And being under the protection of the royal family will dissuade a good number of assassins. If I have to spill everything I know, I’m fine with that. But I would prefer to go sooner rather than later, if it is all the same to you. If this were Lyria, I’m sure I would have been dead on the first night. I should thank Tenebrael that Illuna isn’t full of cutthroats and murderers. I should also thank Tenebrael that you showed up at all. I asked the guards the other day if they would get into contact with Princess Irulon, but I do not believe they did.”

Alyssa didn’t think so either. She had checked in with Irulon every single night since the research started, and was pretty sure she would have heard something about that. Unless, of course, Irulon hadn’t bothered to tell her. She was once again deep in her research to the point where Alyssa wasn’t sure that she was consciously answering questions when Alyssa showed up to ask them.

“How long would you say you had?”

“Hard question to answer,” she said, glancing to the thin barred window high in the cell. The sun hadn’t set yet, but it was quickly approaching the rings of the planet. “I would be surprised if they could find someone by morning. Things like this take a bit of planning. It isn’t easy to just walk into a place like this. It was designed with only one entrance. As long as the guards do their jobs and don’t accept bribes, it could be a few days. Were I in charge of assassinating myself, I would probably want to wait until I’m being transferred elsewhere. Moving targets are much softer. But knowing that I have lots of damning information in my head, I might be willing to take a few risks.”

The intelligencer spoke calmly about her own impending demise, but her hands were still gripped around the bars. It was enough to make Alyssa sigh. She couldn’t just let someone possibly get murdered. Probably not today was a terrible way to talk about her own death.

There was still the possibility that none of it was true. The intelligencer could be making the entire thing up in order to get out, upon which she would drop a smoke bomb and disappear like some kind of ninja. Or maybe even not disappear, but rather stick around and spy on Irulon for Yora. Not that Alyssa thought there was much to spy on at the moment. In fact, since entering Illuna, Irulon really hadn’t done much aside from magical research.

Which might be fascinating to spies, but was probably useless research in general. As far as Alyssa knew, Irulon was singularly unique in having two souls within her body.

“Poison might actually be the best method for assassinating me,” the inquisitor said, apparently thinking aloud more than actually talking to Alyssa. “In fact, yes. If I were in charge of assassinating me, I would definitely pick the food vector. A little nightshade leaf mixed into the slop they feed me would be hard to detect and would put me in the ground in a single meal. Even if I didn’t eat it all, the delirium and memory loss would ensure that I wouldn’t be able to effectively communicate.”

“Alright,” Alyssa started to say, only to get interrupted by the intelligencer.

“You’ll get me out?” she asked, perking up.

“No. I’ll get you food and—”

“That’s just the way that I would carry out this mission. But I’ve always preferred the more subtle touch with the least amount of failure points. If that boorish oaf of a retainer is directing things, I wouldn’t be surprised to find an arcanist standing outside my cell with an explosion spell in hand.”

“Which is why, if you’ll let me finish a sentence, I’ll be spending the night here.”

The intelligencer’s eyes narrowed. “So you can die too when an assassin shows up?”

“Hardly. I’ve decided that I am rather tough to kill. Especially when I’ve got friends around. All I have to do is call up Fela and Kasita and we’ll be untouchable.” Mostly. Alyssa wouldn’t let her guard down. Fela, with her sense of smell and hearing, would be able to notice people approaching. As long as she didn’t fall asleep. Kasita never seemed to sleep much at all so she could stay awake on a more permanent basis. Her ability to detect invisible or otherwise cloaked individuals would be handy as well.

This could all be some sort of trap in addition to a regular assassination attempt. Alyssa couldn’t discount that possibility.

“Why not just take custody of me, imprison me at your own place.”

“At the guild?” Alyssa tapped her knuckles against the bars. “This seems pretty sturdy. Don’t know that I can say the same about the guild rooms. They have windows without any glass and big doors that don’t have locks.”

“I won’t try to run.”

“We just established that you are perhaps the least trustworthy person I’ve ever met. And that includes Cid.”

“Who?”

“Doesn’t matter.” Alyssa shook her head. “I’m going to step out for a moment and contact some help. And maybe have Kasita bring us some food. Tomorrow, maybe, if you behave, I’ll speak with Irulon about your situation.”

“Why not tonight?”

“You’re lucky I’m not asking tonight. She would undoubtedly tell me to quit wasting my time.”

If she didn’t try to assassinate the intelligencer herself. But Alyssa doubted it. The intelligencer wasn’t an issue anymore in Irulon’s eyes. But she probably wouldn’t bother to stop an assassination.

Alyssa honestly didn’t know what she would do about the woman in the long-term. She couldn’t spend every night at the jailhouse. Maybe it would be better to simply release her. Let her figure things out on her own. In a world like Nod, it would surely be an easy task to disappear to elsewhere, create a new identity, and probably go right back to spying on people. If the intelligencer knew half as much as she implied, and had as many contacts as she seemed to have, getting a new identity probably wouldn’t even be an inconvenience.

But for now, for at least this one night, Alyssa could sit around.

And if the intelligencer happened to let a few more details slip, all the better.
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                There were no assassins for the entire night. Not a single one. Kind of a let down after all the preparation that Alyssa made. Disturbing Fela and Kasita to have a slumber party in a filthy jail cell—there was a vacant room opposite from the intelligencer that Alyssa had asked to use for the night—had been entirely unnecessary. Not that either of them seemed to mind. Really, it was just Alyssa who had been grumpy about it all, despite it being her own idea.

The intelligencer hadn’t been all that chatty either. Alyssa did learn her name. Claire. But that was about it. No more big drops about Yora. The mild panic that had led to her spilling all the beans she had spilled went away with Alyssa’s assurance that she would be fine for at least one more night. That wasn’t to say that she had been completely silent. Just mostly.

And most of what had been said had been between Kasita and Claire. In fact, as Alyssa woke up from her light sleep, she found them still talking, making her wonder whether or not Claire had even gone to bed.

“I think I understand,” Kasita said, nodding with her arms crossed. “But did you have the network of contacts built up before entering the city? You had only been in the city for a short time when you… borrowed Princess Irulon’s notebook. Yet that came from one of your contacts? I don’t know that I could build up such a network of contacts fast enough to have people willing to barge into private chambers of the guild—ignorant of the status of the occupants or not.”

“No. No. They didn’t just spontaneously pop up. A little coin to the right people can get you far, but something like that requires a loyalist. The particular individual who got me the book moved here from Yora on orders a long time ago. He had just been living normally, but still retained his loyalty to Yora—sometimes after long stays in a foreign city, they will switch loyalties, can’t really help that. When I arrived, I just sent out the word that I would be interested in knowing more about the monsters at Illuna. He thought he had something related and brought me that damned book.”

“But then you had him killed? Not a very nice way to reward your loyal contacts.”

“Killed?” Claire blinked twice before shaking her head. “No. He is still alive as far as I am aware.”

“No? But I thought I heard…” Kasita trailed off with uncertainty lining her features. “Hmm…”

That’s right, Alyssa thought. She had forgotten until just now, but back when they first heard about the missing book, Kasita had mentioned that they had the man who delivered the book killed. Now that she was thinking about it, it didn’t make much sense to have the man killed if the intelligencer didn’t actually know the value of the book. Irulon had been the one who decided that Claire hadn’t been lying about that. So either she had fooled Irulon and killed the guy or hadn’t killed the guy. In the latter case, Kasita must have misheard or misunderstood.

Was all that relevant? Probably not. Just another item to note about the intelligencer and, possibly, her trustworthiness if even Irulon couldn’t detect the truth.

A long yawn overtook Alyssa before they could continue their conversation. That combined with a long stretch made both of them stop to look in her direction. She didn’t care and, in fact, only stretched harder. The cot she had slept on was perhaps the least comfortable thing she had ever used and that included hard ground out in the middle of the desert north of Lyria. She had just woken up, but she could feel a knot in the base of her neck that would be there for days.

It certainly didn’t help that Fela, as per usual, wound up half on top of her in the middle of the night. The dumb hellhound tossed and turned more than a toddler. One of Alyssa’s legs was so prickly and tingly as she tried to move it out from under Fela’s heavy paws that she actually sucked in a hissing breath of pain.

“Having problems?” Kasita asked with a soft giggle.

“Dumb dog,” Alyssa mumbled. It was a pain deciding whether to move her leg or not. Just bending it was painful, but she had to get her blood flowing again. “She’s going to give me permanent nerve damage one of these days.”

“Aww, but she likes sleeping with you.”

“Yeah, well, she’s a lot heavier than I can take.”

“Ufu~”

Groaning through clenched teeth, Alyssa started to worm her way out from under Fela.

Despite all the movement, the hellhound didn't wake. Her eyes were closed and her face was slack. If not for the hot air coming out with every breath, Alyssa might have worried. As it was, she was only mildly annoyed.

“This happens every single night.”

“Not a very good guard dog. We would have been dead if someone showed up.”

At Claire’s comment, Fela’s large ears twitched. A narrow column of flame sprouted from the corner of one of her eyes as she glared directly at the offender. Claire immediately shrank in on herself, drifting away from the bars of her cell where she was having her conversation with Kasita. She scuttled back even further as Fela opened her mouth in a wide yawn, showing off those sharp canine teeth.

“We would have been fine,” Alyssa said, patting a hand between Fela’s ears. “Even if Fela slept through an attack, I’m a Rank Six arcanist and Kasita is pretty close to that.”

“I had an ear open,” Fela said as her yawn came to a close. Shutting her eyes and extinguishing her flames, she dropped her head onto Alyssa’s lap. “But it’s so early… Let’s sleep some more.”

“No. No time. Things to do. Got to get up and at ‘em.”

“What do we have to do that can’t wait until later.”

“Knowing you, later would be mid-afternoon. By the time we actually got started, night would be setting again.”

“I don’t see a problem with that,” Fela said after another long yawn.

“Of course you don’t. Come on,” Alyssa said, poking Fela in the cheek. “Up.”

After just a bit more grumbling, Fela finally got off Alyssa enough for her to stand. The tingling in her leg still made her grimace, but she ignored it. Her leg would wake up sooner if she got up and moving.

“Kasita,” Alyssa said. “Would you mind keeping the intelligencer company for a while longer?”

“Gladly.”

Hesitating, Alyssa had to wonder if they were getting to be too good of friends. Claire wasn’t to be trusted. Kasita knew that… Shaking her head, Alyssa decided to ignore it for now. Kasita was just gathering more information. Maybe trying to figure out how to be a better spy judging from their conversation the night before and the trail end of their conversation that Alyssa had woken up to. “There probably won’t be anything major happening. Assassins wouldn’t attack during broad daylight… would they?” she added with a glance toward Claire.

Who shrugged. “I wouldn’t. Guards are generally at a higher level of alertness during the day and it would be harder to escape. Poison is still an option.”

“I’ll pick up some food while I’m out.” Trying to avoid limping as she walked out—Fela, with yet another long yawn, shambled behind her like a zombie—Alyssa headed out to the main room.

A trio of guards were playing a card game with each other at a small table. The actual game was something Alyssa was passably familiar with. It was a common sight around various taverns, playing something like the game of Hearts. The cards were completely different—there were no kings, jacks, or queens and there were only three suits, none of which aligned with the versions Alyssa was familiar with. The few times that Alyssa had tried to play wound up in a miserable failure. There were too many rules to the game, not all of which had been explained to her. For instance, there was a card barring the symbol of the elves that essentially instantly devalued the hand. That it was such a bad card was such general knowledge that nobody bothered to mention anything. There was a way to get rid of it in some kind of Old Maid-style bluffing part of the game, but that had its own rules and regulations.

Alyssa had taken to simply watching when Oz, Catal, and her own mother decided to play the game. How her mother learned to play was a mystery that she had yet to figure out.

“Morning,” Alyssa said. “Anything strange happen since you men got here?”

“No assassins, if that’s what you’re asking,” one said with a small chuckle as he laid down a card in the middle of the table.

The wrong card, apparently. One of the others grabbed it, added it to his hand, and added another five bars to the pile of coins on the table. Both of the others looked a bit miffed at that. One stared at his cards for a few seconds before collapsing the entire hand and dropping them on the table. As he stood, he offered a nasty look at the first guard who spoke—who quickly copied his action of folding his hand—before turning to Alyssa.

“There was something strange,” he said, pausing slightly as he took in Fela’s appearance. For a moment, it had looked like he was going to walk right up to them. Now, he simply stood next to the table, not coming even a single step closer. “When I got in for my shift, found a man leaning against the wall out there. Shooed him away and he left without complaint. Thought I’d mention it since you got all worked up over some assassin.”

Alyssa raised an eyebrow. Had there nearly been an assassination during the night? Could it have simply been a coincidence? “I take it there aren’t normally random people hanging out around the jailhouse?”

“Wouldn’t bring it up if it was normal.”

“I see.” Very possibly something had happened then. Or had been about to happen. Perhaps the would-be assassin caught wind of Alyssa having a little stake-out with her friends.

Perhaps it would have been better to have hidden, ready to apprehend the assassin when he showed up. Alyssa didn’t honestly have any questions to ask him—from Claire, she already had a good idea of why he would be here and who sent him—but it seemed better to have an assassin in custody than not. Would Yora just get another assassin to do the job? Would they try to assassinate the assassin?

If Alyssa captured a dozen assassins, all trying to assassinate their predecessors, would Yora keep trying?

Despite the severity of the situation, Alyssa found herself mildly amused with the thought. It sounded like some Pink Panther shenanigans. But… if this suspicious person was an assassin…

It meant that the intelligencer had been correct. People were trying to kill her.

Sighing, Alyssa watched as the winning guard collected all the coins on the table, dragging them to a small pouch. I need a vacation. Unfortunately, knowing her own luck, any vacation she took would end with angels or demons or just regular mortals causing all kinds of problems. Shaking her head, Alyssa could only wonder how the world had managed to hold itself together before she came along.

“I’m leaving one of my associates here,” Alyssa said with a gesture back down the hall she had just come from. “I’ll be back shortly as well. Keep your guard up and let me know if anything strange happened while I’m gone.”

“We know how to do our jobs.”

“I’m just…” Alyssa pinched her eyes shut for a moment. “Sorry if it feels like I’m ordering you around. It’s just a slightly stressful situation that I would really rather not deal with, but still have to deal with it.”

There were only so many hours in a day and far too many things to be doing during those hours.

Maybe there was something to the idea of hiring on Claire. Or maybe not Claire, but someone else who could help out with doing things. Delegation was apparently an important skill. There were some things that only Alyssa could accomplish. Namely, things involving angels and true demons. But angels, for as much as they affected Alyssa, didn’t even register on the top one thousand problems that an average inhabitant of this world would have. Same with true demons. They were almost literally non-entities to everyone but her. The Astral Authority were slightly more of a concern, but Alyssa was still hoping that they were gone permanently.

Babysitting a prisoner? Anyone could do that. Anyone mildly capable, anyway. Any highly ranked arcanist or even capable fighter could have sat by as a guard. Oz, Catal, or anyone else from the guild could probably have taken watch. Bringing Fela and Kasita along had probably been overkill, but… it might have also frightened off an assassin so Alyssa wasn’t complaining about that too much.

If they were still worried about an assassin popping up tonight—or any other day—Alyssa might just submit a quest to the guild. They could handle it easily enough.

There were other things aside from the intelligencer that could have been handled by other people.

Like delivering supplies to monsters. That could easily be done by just about anyone with a little discretion to them. The oasis could still be kept secret if there was some kind of dead drop method of delivery. Then they wouldn’t need…

Alyssa blinked twice. “Ah shit.”

Fela perked up, glancing around the room, eyeing all three of the guards. “What is it?”

“I forgot the stupid supplies. The intelligencer managed to distract me.” She quickly glanced out the front window. Volta had said daybreak. It was early enough that the light hadn’t quite crested the horizon yet, but it would be close. Less than ten minutes. Could she get there in time?

Even if she could, the supplies she had purchased were all just sitting around, unorganized and haphazard. She meant to go through it all and collect the easier things to carry.

Alyssa did not have any Accelero cards on her. If she had, she might have used one. As it was…

“Come on. Let’s hurry.”

“We’re getting food? I want meat!”

That was another thing. She had said she would bring food for Claire. That was certainly something that could be taken care of by someone else. “We’ll eat at the guild,” Alyssa said, already out the door. Maybe there were some things Volta could take that wouldn’t require a lot of work to gather up. And while there, maybe she could pay Oz a few coins to deliver breakfast to Claire.

“Guild again?” Fela asked, clearly despondent. “I think their usual cook spits in my food.”

Alyssa continued walking, mind racing about all the ways she could delegate if she had more people that she could actually trust. Kasita was great, but couldn’t do many physical things. Fela was great too, but Alyssa didn’t like the idea of leaving a monster alone in the middle of a human city, even one seemingly as nice as Illuna. Brakkt and Irulon were both trustworthy, but Alyssa couldn’t exactly order them around. Brakkt would probably agree to do some things she asked, but he was busy with his own things most of the time. Irulon wasn’t even worth considering for things like watching the intelligencer. She was far too…

Her thoughts ground to a halt as Fela’s words finally registered with her.

“He what?” She whirled, glaring hard enough to make Fela’s ears flatten against her head. Alyssa had to take a breath. It wasn’t Fela she was angry with now.

“I mean…” Fela started, suddenly timid. The tips of her claws clacked together as she averted her eyes from Alyssa. “Lots of human food smells a lot like human, but the guild food is always the worst. Like I’m eating a person… or part of a person.”

“But you keep eating it?”

“Yeah. You bought it all for me and it is still good food.”

“Fela…” Alyssa, sighing, reached out and patted the hellhound between the ears. “I see I’m going to have to have a word with the cook.” Especially if Fela was right. If he was putting stuff in Fela’s food, who knew what he was putting in hers.

“You aren’t mad?”

“Not with you. Never with you.”

“Then…” Fela’s ears perked up again as she started grinning. “Do you think you could get more of that smooth stuff?”

“Smooth stuff?”

“From your world? I had a whole bunch at your house.”

“Ah.” It took Alyssa a moment to remember. “Peanut butter? That’s…” Not something they had in this world as far as Alyssa was aware. She hadn’t even seen any peanuts. If there were peanuts in this world, they didn’t seem to grow in the Lyrian kingdom. She had seen almonds and walnuts—or close enough versions of them. But she hadn’t seen ‘butter’ variants of either. “Maybe someday I can try getting food from home. But that would probably require Tenebrael’s help.”

“And with what do you require my help, Alyssa Meadows?”

Alyssa turned around to find black feathers slowly drifting down to the pavement. High overhead, a figure stood, illuminated by the sun just barely cresting the top of the distant horizon. The light cast her already darkly-dressed figure in a deep shadow, leaving only a pair of luminescent white eyes staring down at Alyssa. Four black wings were spread wide, casting a shadow over the street outside the jailhouse.

The imposing scene lasted but a moment before Tenebrael lowered herself down to Alyssa’s level.

Alyssa just crossed her arms. “If you heard that I mentioned getting help from you, you also heard what I wanted help with.”

“True,” Tenebrael said, mimicking Alyssa’s pose. It was a motion that drew attention to her arms. Normally, they were bare. Today, a single black glove adorned Tenebrael’s left hand, one that extended up past the elbow. Her other hand still showed off her black fingernails, making the glove stand out all the more. “But I always like to hear that I am needed from the mouths of my loyal subjects.”

“I thought you found it irritating to have people relying on you,” Alyssa said, lifting her eyes from the glove to Tenebrael’s face.

“It is annoying to answer prayers. Listening to them is passive entertainment.”

“Uh huh…” Alyssa said, eyes flicking around. No square portals opened up. That was a good sign. “Are we free to talk or are we going to get interrupted by life or death battles in a few minutes?”

A wide grin spread across Tenebrael’s face. “We have all the time in my world.”
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                “So, first thing first I guess… I am assuming because you are here that you got rid of the Astral Authority?” Alyssa said as she walked along the street. She would have liked to have had this conversation in a bit of a more relaxed situation. She didn’t have to talk with Tenebrael over tea and crumpets, but standing around on the street able to talk face-to-face would have been nice. But she had other work to do and not a lot of time to do it in.

She could have asked Tenebrael if she would stop time. That would have allowed a face-to-face chat or a quick way to the guild storage room—though the latter would have ended up with her leaving Fela behind, so she probably wouldn’t have done that. Frankly, she half expected Tenebrael to stop time anyway. The fact that she hadn’t might mean that something was up.

Hence her question about the Astral Authority.

“I imagine a few have noticed my appearance,” Tenebrael said, slowly looking around as she hovered along beside Alyssa. “They’re probably rushing here as fast as they can. But they cannot use their portal network anymore. Which means no endless reinforcements. Which means that I can simply kill the few who show up as they show up.”

“So once you kill all the ones in the world, that will be it?”

“It is possible for more to squeeze through—not an easy task, I assure you—but their mass transit has been taken away. Imagine it like this: Instead of being able to sail across the ocean in a large cruise ship, they’re having to swim. Some will tire halfway, some will get eaten by sharks, and a few will manage to make it all the way here, but they’ll probably be exhausted from their journey.”

“Alright then, a few ancillary questions. When you say some are rushing here as fast as possible, how many are we talking? Ten? A hundred? Ten thousand? And when you say some will make it across your metaphorical ocean, how many is some?”

“I suppose we’ll find out when they get here.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together, shooting a few nervous glances around. “You aren’t filling me with much confidence. If they show up and you disappear, leaving me to deal with them, I’m going to be a little pissed off.”

Tenebrael glanced to Alyssa. She looked genuinely affronted at the prospect. “I promise I won’t leave you behind. You did a lot for me recently. Keeping them off your back is the least I can do in return.”

“Well that’s something.” But I’ll believe it when I see it. Angels weren’t supposed to lie, but Alyssa was not Irulon. She didn’t have blind faith in the angel’s power. Or personality, for that matter. Sure, she probably wasn’t lying. Of all the angels Alyssa had met, Tenebrael was really the only helpful one. Iosefael had helped with putting away Adrael, but if Iosefael had made the same promise that Tenebrael had just made, Alyssa would probably ignore it completely and get ready to take care of things all on her own.

Speaking of Adrael… “I don’t know if you’ve looked into your little prison chamber lately, but if you haven’t, you might find a certain Archangel clawing at the walls of one of them.”

“Kenziel?” Tenebrael said with a scowl. “I thought I impressed upon her the—”

“No. No. Adrael. The one who is actually assigned to cleaning up your world? You can’t tell me you’ve forgotten her.”

“Yes. I remember. I just wouldn’t have expected her to show up. Or at least show up in a position where she could be captured by you.”

“Spectral Chains have worked quite effectively on everything but you. Iosefael helped out by opening a portal to your prison chamber. Which reminds me, I think she has figured a way in and out from them. Just so you know before you try to lock her up again.”

“That shouldn’t be necessary, but I will keep it in mind.”

“As for why she showed up… I saw into the Endless Expanse.”

Tenebrael froze solid. Even her forward drift came to a sudden stop. Had Fela been capable of interacting with angels, she would have bumped right into Tenebrael’s wings. She was so still that it reminded Alyssa of Kasita freezing during the effects of Accelero. Locked in time.

But it only lasted a short moment. She looked over to Alyssa, eyes wide as she started drifting along the street again. “You went to the Expanse? And came back in one piece?”

“Saw into it. Like a window opened up and I peeked out. Saw all the iridescent towers and tons of angels. Those big wheel angels too.”

“You saw the Throne?” Tenebrael asked, voice soft and… reverent?

“I saw something. The building it is housed in, I think. A big tower that could be seen no matter whether or not I should have been able to see it. Maybe that was the Throne or maybe I’m not comprehending something about the situation.”

Tenebrael nodded. When she started speaking, it was a bit faster, but still not quite at her usual volume. “I’m not surprised. The Throne encompasses far more than a simple chair. It is a tangible thing yet not at the same time, a metaphysical chair of sorts, but it is far more than that at the same time. It’s a… title? A position. A method for rule. It is the center of literally everything, yet exists outside everything at the same time. Hard to describe, honestly. It is something you know you’ve seen if you’ve seen it.”

“Then I probably saw it. Because I saw something.”

“I’d be careful though. The Endless Expanse is not a place for mortals. Angels… I mean, I look as beautiful as I do,” she said, preening. “But this isn’t exactly a proper physical body like what you have. I think even you would have a hard time surviving in that realm.”

“Adrael gave me the same warning. Though Kasita stuck her arm through the window without any ill effects.”

Again, Tenebrael froze. Again, Fela walked right through her. This time, she didn’t resume her forward movement. Alyssa had to walk up to her and grab her hand—she made sure to grab her ungloved hand. If something had happened, if she had some wound or injury hidden beneath the glove, Alyssa didn’t want to grab at it. Though remembering how Adrael had lost her arm completely and popped back up with both arms intact the next time she had seen that particular angel, Alyssa had to wonder just what kind of injury might be hidden under there.

Upon being touched, Tenebrael blinked twice.

“I’ve got places to be. Keep walking. Or flying, or whatever it is you’re doing.”

“Sorry, I just… A mortal entered the Endless Expanse? Are you sure it was the real Expanse and not some world that just looks similar?”

“Are there worlds that look similar?”

Tenebrael just shrugged. “Don’t really visit many places aside from Earth.”

“Well Adrael thought it was the real thing. She was apparently inside the Expanse when Kasita stuck her arm in. Said she could smell this tainted world from miles away, popped up next to Kasita and me.”

“And you trapped her?”

“Not exactly then, but close enough. Though I did send her out to try to get rid of some of the Astral Authority, but they were apparently already gone. Your doing?”

“I finished my work only a day ago and implemented it last night.”

“Huh.” Maybe the Astral Authority had completely retreated when the Justice got wounded. Or maybe when Irulon had turned the entire contents of the dome to ash. “So with the Astral Authority gone, are you going to be around more often?”

“I’ll be in and out,” Tenebrael said, seemingly happy with the change in topic. “Iose can go back to Earth now and I can take over here. I want to take over here. I’ve missed out on so much. I can feel myself… lacking.”

Alyssa curled her lip into a tight frown. “Are you talking about eating people?”

“Souls. Not people. I’m not some cannibal.”

“I almost forgot about that disturbing aspect of you,” Alyssa said with a sigh. She hadn’t actually forgotten it. It was more like something she remembered in the back of her mind during every interaction with Tenebrael. But it had been so long since she had talked with the angel without an ongoing crisis distracting matters that she hadn’t thought of it in a while.

Thinking of it now did sour their reunion somewhat.

“People die. It is either me or the Throne. I think I would prefer the former.”

“What does the Throne do with souls?”

“Don’t know exactly. Souls are delivered for processing. Beyond that…” Tenebrael shrugged. “Honestly? Probably the exact same thing that I do. Souls contain power that I can extract to do things that a Dominion normally would not be able to do. The Throne probably extracts that power as well, likely to fuel itself? That said, the Throne is highly esoteric, even to angels. It might be doing something I cannot even comprehend. I only know what I do to the souls and assume it is the same elsewhere.”

“Can the souls be recovered? Either from you or the Throne?”

“Definitely not for the latter. For me? Theoretically, maybe. I still have within me every soul I’ve ever consumed. However, I would recommend against it. I cannot say what state the souls are in or how they would react should you attempt something like what you and the young princess did for your friend. I imagine they would react poorly. Worse even than those fresh souls we used back when saving your friends from Earth. The dead are meant to stay dead. Keeping them from the rest they’ve earned would be cruel.”

Alyssa had to wonder whether or not Tenebrael was just saying that in an attempt to keep all the souls she had collected without argument. Judging by those souls that they had used on Earth, there was something excruciatingly painful and unnatural about being brought back. Izsha’s soul hadn’t ever been crystallized or touched the hands of an angel. It was either in its own body or in Alyssa’s. That might explain why Izsha hadn’t seemed to display any of the trauma that those other souls had experienced.

Even if Tenebrael ate a soul, it might be possible to put someone back as long as their original body was still around. If it were healed and underwent a ritual to jump start the synchronization thing.

Which did call into question her ability to create a new body that the dragon could inhabit safely.

Maybe.

The dragon hadn’t touched angelic hands as far as Alyssa was aware. And the dragon had not had problems inhabiting Irulon’s body. It might be more like Izsha than some random person whose body had been destroyed.

“I don’t suppose you could help with a project Irulon and I are working on?”

“Depends entirely on the nature of the project. My ability to interact with the world as a whole is rather limited, unfortunately. Especially right now. I feel a whole lot more like my old self than I’m used to. Perhaps after resuming my usual diet, more possibilities will open up.”

Alyssa decided to not comment. Perhaps Tenebrael was the better choice after all, if one had to be made. At least she was… not human but more human that some unthinking chair. People were going to die and there was nothing Alyssa could do about that. Instead, she just relayed the nature of the project.

“We’re trying to decouple Irulon from the dragon. The last I heard, we were thinking about giving the dragon a new body to inhabit.”

“Why ever would you do that?”

“Whatever information you told her about souls has her spooked. She now believes it is killing both their souls beyond any kind of recovery.”

“Well, yes, very possibly.”

“And you’re surprised that they’re trying to stop that?”

“No. But it was such a marvelous experiment. There is no guarantee that they will suffer any real negative consequences post death. Hmmm…” Tenebrael put her gloved hand to her chin. With a thoughtful look on her face, she nodded. “I bet they would stop whatever they are doing if I asked them to.”

This time, it was Alyssa’s turn to stop. She shoved a finger right in Tenebrael’s face. “If anything happens to my friends because of you, I swear I will find a way to kill you if it is the last thing I do.”

Tenebrael backed up just enough for Alyssa to realize that she was pointing right at Fela. The hellhound clipped through Tenebrael’s chest, wide eyed and bewildered. The shocked look on her face was enough to make most of Alyssa’s sudden anger evaporate. “Not you,” she said, reaching out to pat Fela between the ears. “I’m talking about the stupid angel. You’re one of those friends that she better not mess with.”

“It was just an idle thought,” Tenebrael said. Despite the threat, she didn’t look worried in the slightest. “I’m not your enemy.”

“Then help us out. Irulon has a plan, but I think she is struggling a bit with working out just how to implement it. I’m going to create a body for the dragon, so a few pointers on how to—”

“Wait, wait. You’re going to create a body for the dragon?”

“Why not? You did it for Jason, Chris, and my mother.”

Tenebrael smiled as she clapped her hands on Alyssa’s shoulders. It was an odd sight with Fela still standing half inside Tenebrael. The hellhound’s red, fire-leaking eyes poked out just above Tenebrael’s collarbone, cradling the sides of her face with the fire. It gave her something of a maniacal look as she laughed. “That sounds like fun. You creating a whole body for someone to actually inhabit? Permanently, I assume.”

“Yeah.”

“Good. How fun! I can’t wait to see what you do with this. I could give you a few tips and tricks, but you would have to reconnect to me.”

Alyssa shot a quick glance around. No sign of any Kindness or Patiences yet. That was a good indicator that the problem really had been solved. As long as they didn’t show up in force, Alyssa could handle one or two cropping up on occasion. She had killed plenty using Tenebrael’s power before. It had just gotten too overwhelming to have it active constantly.

“We can do that, I think. But not right here in the middle of the street.” Prying Tenebrael’s hands off her shoulders, Alyssa kept walking.

They were really almost back to the guild building. Just a turn down this street then a turn down the next. There were quite a number of people around as well. Lots of work started in the early morning, from farming to carpentry, smithing to tanning. All had to be done by the light of day. Light potions worked well, but were just not affordable enough for everyone.

It was a good thing that Fela was around. People probably wouldn’t bother her much for talking to nothing, but they would probably pay her a whole lot more attention if she was just ranting and raving to thin air. Even if they heard Alyssa upset, they would look over, see that she was talking with a hellhound, then probably go right along with ignoring her as much as possible.

Unless some kids showed up.

“I did have some other questions,” Alyssa said. “A bunch of people died a mile out of the city. I don’t suppose you can tell me what happened to them?”

“Haven’t gotten my book back from Iosefael yet,” Tenebrael said with a slight sigh. “I’m a little behind on current events. Especially current events that you’ve had your hands on. The book changes when you’re involved.”

“I remember.”

“It’s on my list of things to do. But you should feel honored. The very first thing I did upon regaining my freedom of movement was to visit you. You’ve got quite the prestigious position in my mind.”

Ignoring the… Was that supposed to be praise? Alyssa went right ahead with her next question. “What of the demons? Does the pit still exist? Is that true demon still alive?”

“The Astral Authority did manage to close the pit. It was quite irritating for a week or so there. I still wasn’t done. Had to fend them off myself while working on stopping them as a whole. They almost destroyed what I had been working on before I finished. You really should have tried to extend the battle between them and the demons as much as possible.”

“Sorry but also not sorry. There was a lot going on.” That possibly explained why the Astral Authority had vanished so completely. They finished up with the demons, noticed Tenebrael doing whatever she was doing, and immediately went toward her. “What about the true demon?”

“If the Astral Authority managed to completely eliminate that one, I would be surprised. Injured, disfigured, and cast back into the pit as it was collapsing? I could see that. But that one will be back someday. Maybe a thousand years hence. Maybe tomorrow.”

Alyssa shuddered, wondering if whatever the true demon wanted her for was done with or not. “Let’s hope for the former.”

“Indeed.”

Rounding onto the street with the guild headquarters, Alyssa had to sigh. Volta and the cursed sword were out front, both looking like they were getting back on their horses. They had been quite punctual. Even had she not stopped once or twice to chat with Tenebrael, she probably wouldn’t have made it in time to gather up the supplies.

“Be careful,” Tenebrael said, warning heavy in her voice. She offered a slight nod toward the cursed sword. “That one is dangerous.”

“I know. I know what it is. I need to talk to them. If you’ve got things you need to do… You’re answering your phone, right?”

“Should be able to.”

“Good. Then we can continue this later. Unless there were other pressing matters we needed to talk about now?” There probably were. It had been a long time since she had held a proper conversation with Tenebrael. But she had asked about the major topics. Irulon, the Astral Authority, and the demons. Maybe later she would even discover what happened to that group of people.

“I am pleased to say that I don’t have any pressing emergencies. Nothing as large as the Astral Authority, anyway. There are things I need to do, however. I’ll stop by again tonight. Maybe tomorrow if you look busy. Hope your own emergencies aren’t too bad.”

Pressing her lips together, Alyssa nodded. A moment after, Tenebrael burst into feathers, vanishing from sight. Taking a deep breath, she looked forward and raised a hand in greeting. “Volta. Sorry for my tardiness. There were assassins and all kinds of nonsense last night.”
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                Alyssa took a seat for what felt like the first time since she woke up this morning. Her thighs didn’t feel particularly great at the moment and the less said about the soles of her feet, the better. Her old boots, the military boots she had been using since she first arrived in this world, were still around, but Alyssa had started worrying that they might not have the lifespan that she needed them to have. They were already fairly old, having been her mother’s service boots from before she left the service. They were designed to be durable, but she wasn’t sure if they were literally-every-waking-minute-of-every-day, walking-for-probably-miles-every-day levels of durable.

Since arriving in Illuna, she had swapped out her military boots for something a little more local. She still wore the military boots when doing anything serious, such as heading out to fight the Astral Authority, but these leather boots had taken over as her daily wear. They were made from brown leather that went most of the way up to her knees and even had the folded cuffs at the top. Not exactly the most comfortable of things. There wasn’t any gel padding or really much in the way of regular padding. But they worked. On days when she didn’t have to walk for miles back and forth, up and down the streets of Illuna, down to the monster camp and back up to the opposite wall, they were fine.

Today had not been one of those days.

Volta had made off with a mere quarter of the supplies that Alyssa had intended on giving out. From there, Alyssa had visited with Irulon. She had been quite excited to learn that Tenebrael really was interested in the prospect of their work on souls—Alyssa had neglected to mention the bit about Tenebrael considering asking Irulon to stop her efforts—but had been significantly less enthused when told about the issues with Claire.

Much like how Alyssa thought, Irulon viewed the intelligencer as being inherently untrustworthy. The guild didn’t have a prison cell to contain her and keeping her close enough to keep an eye on her would just interfere with Irulon’s work. Which was almost finished, in her own words. Unfortunately for poor Claire, Irulon had basically said to simply let her die.

Alyssa wasn’t quite ready to give up on her, hence her trip down to the monster camp. In keeping with her delegation idea, she wanted to find someone who could just beef up security just a little bit. And that was not a pun on Rokien’s species. She had asked Rokien if there were any of his people who might be willing to supplement the guards at the jailhouse. Hopefully someone with a decent sense of smell that might notice any unnecessary ingredients in the food.

Rokien had pointed her to a lizard man—much like Rizk from the whorehouse except with green scales instead of red—who had been rejected for a guard position on account of him being in exceedingly poor health upon first arriving. Starvation, apparently. But in the weeks since, he had regained much of his former muscle mass and was quite a threatening individual that also wanted an excuse to look around the human city.

She had ensured that he knew that he might have to fight off an assassin. He seemed quite confident in both his claws and his scales. And, perhaps more than anything, curiosity of the human city beat out his wariness of any potential danger.

Unfortunately, actually stationing him at the jailhouse required permission from Martin, resulting in another long walk all around town.

And such had been the majority of Alyssa’s day, running hither and thither.

Night had fallen before she made it back to the guild’s tavern for her first sit-down of the day.

Alyssa let her head hit the table, her arms dangled limply at her sides, and she just groaned upon remembering that she was supposed to speak with the cook about Fela’s meals.

Looking up and around the tavern, Alyssa didn’t spot any of the few people still around eating. At least not the cooked meals. Some had dried meat or other preserved foods. Things that didn’t require cooking. Much like when Brakkt had shown up too late to eat after the delegates from Yora arrived, the cook was probably already gone for the night.

At least I can put that off until morning, Alyssa thought somewhat guiltily. Fela had accompanied her for most of the day, so it wasn’t like she had eaten anything served here, but it still was a gross prospect. She could hardly believe that Fela hadn’t mentioned anything sooner. Spitting in food, Alyssa grumbled to herself. She had thought that was an entirely modern problem. But people in this world could probably get away with it a whole lot more.

Food here was not dressed up to be all that visually appealing. Food was food and people ate it because they had to. Only people like Martin got to eat fancy food with spices and actual taste on the regular. Even Irulon and Brakkt were extremely pragmatic in their consumption. Neither seemed to require fanciful meals.

With the slight exception of Irulon’s favored Tyrian wine, which she could not go without for any length of time.

She couldn’t imagine someone like Decorous living like they did. It made her wonder whether the rest of the royal siblings were as keen on roughing it as Irulon and Brakkt were. Or even the Pharaoh. Brakkt even preferred to catch his own food when hunting with the draken. Which… in light of knowing how the cook here at the tavern operated, didn’t sound like that bad an idea anymore.

Despite the disgusting thoughts on food, Alyssa’s stomach was rumbling. Now that she thought about it, she was pretty sure that she had skipped lunch.

For a few long moments, Alyssa considered just going hungry. But, knowing she would regret it later, she dragged herself to her feet. “You want anything, Fela?”

“Food? Jerky, I guess.”

Alyssa nodded. That was about all they had that was easily accessible. Perhaps she could find a pot of soup or some bread, but this time of night, it really was just dried or salted meat.

Immediately after swinging her legs over the bench she had sat at, Alyssa froze. A slight pressure intruded on her mind. The familiar feeling of an incoming Message.

~The patient you brought in woke up, injured a mender, and fled before the guards could stop him.~

“Great,” Alyssa grumbled, waiting for more information. But it quickly became apparent that there was no more coming. She grabbed her deck of cards, about to send a Message back, only to stop upon realizing that she didn’t actually know who that was. She knew the head doctor’s name, but that had definitely not been him. Was he the injured one? Or, given how late it was, he probably wasn’t even at the hospital building.

Instead of sending a Message now—she could send one in a few minutes—Alyssa turned to Fela. “That injured guy we brought in, do you remember what he smelled like?”

“A little porcine-like with a hint of wet dog and about three buckets worth of sweat.”

Alyssa grimaced. She couldn’t help herself. That description was… she could almost smell the sweat and wet dog. She wasn’t sure what a pig smelled like, but…

Actually, she thought with a quick glance around. I might actually be smelling all that. Fela took frequent baths, usually with Alyssa, so the wet dog smell probably wasn’t coming from her. The same could probably not be said about the few people still drinking around the tavern. Hearing what she had already been smelling must have tricked her brain into thinking she was imagining it fresh and pungent.

Shaking her head, Alyssa looked back to Fela. “You think you could track him down?”

Fela’s tail started whipping back and forth. “Are we going human hunting?” she asked, perking up.

“Yes. Yes, I think we are going human hunting.”

“Can we eat first?”

“Probably not.”

Fela’s perky ears immediately drooped. “Oh.” Her tail’s wagging slowed down to a depressed sag.

Alyssa had to frown. Puppy-dog eyes didn’t work on her. Especially not when those eyes had flames jumping from them. But… “One quick stick of meat that we’re going to eat on the way. Alright?”

Fela’s ears pointed skyward and her tail resumed its vigorous shaking back and forth.

With that said, Alyssa quickly snatched a small bit of food and headed out at an accelerated power-walk. The medical facility wasn’t far and it would be the best place for Fela to start tracking down the trail. In addition, she would be able to figure out what happened without having to worry about who to Message.

It was just a shame that the draken were down at the monster camp instead of the guild stables. They probably would have caught the guy in the same amount of time that it took to actually reach the hospital. She considered having Fela carry her, but she had just slightly too much dignity for that. Aside from that, she didn’t feel as if the situation was so urgent that she needed to get carried around.

So they arrived after a few minutes of hastily walking.

And it didn’t take long to get a rundown of what had happened. The guy woke up, panicked and not knowing where he was, wound up shoving the attending mender. Which wouldn’t have been that big of a problem, normally. The guy was still injured, one of his arms was tied up in a tight sling and he still had lacerations all over. But the doctor had the misfortune of being shoved over a small bucket, which he tripped over, fell, and slammed his elbow directly into the hard ground. Part of his arm had shattered, apparently. Not a life threatening injury, but not something that could be laughed off either.

The old man managed to get away before any guards could apprehend him, despite his injuries—the hospital was poorly staffed in terms of guards, especially later at night. There were people out there looking for him now, but that they hadn’t yet brought him back probably meant that Fela would find him first.

Fela spent a few moments around the man’s bed, sniffing around. Which, in light of finding out what Fela thought he smelled like, was a bit gross. But she did so without complaint and promptly started heading off, leading Alyssa down south toward the markets. Every once in a while, she would stop and head over to the side of the road, sniffing around while saying something like, “I think he stopped here for a few minutes.”

Even with the periodic stops, it didn’t take long before Fela brought her into the market proper. It was a bit creepy at night. All the stalls were closed up. The streets were mostly empty. Not completely empty, but mostly. Without any big taverns around, there weren’t too many lights peeking out from the dark buildings. Many of the larger stalls and shops pulled double-duty as homes for the proprietors. As such there were some lights. But even those were mostly dark. People generally went to bed immediately after nightfall if they didn’t have a good reason to stay up.

That was just the way of this world. And of history, probably. People rose with the sun and set with the sun.

Which was why Alyssa wasn’t too surprised that Fela started leading her toward one of the buildings with lights on. The old man would probably have been drawn to one as well. She was just glad that it wasn’t the little pie baker’s shop. Because of Iona and some of the other gremlins, she had developed a rather friendly rapport with them.

That wasn’t to say that she didn’t recognize this shop. It was a quaint little competitor of the pie shop, specializing in baked goods. Butter-heavy breads like croissants, regular bread, and even the rare fried pastries when they got a shipment of sugar in. Allegedly. Those sold out fast enough that Alyssa had never been able to see one let alone try one despite stopping by every now and again. The rest of their wares were quite good, however.

“Inside?” Alyssa asked, slowly walking up to the front door. It did have windows, but, much like Tzheitza’s shop, the storefront was a separate area from the living space in the back. Although a single light was on, no one was in the front room.

“That’s where the trail leads. Don’t know if he is still inside, but haven’t picked up anywhere else he might be.”

“Alright,” Alyssa said as she drew her pistol and spell cards. “I doubt he will be that dangerous given his injuries, but let’s take care.” Would he have taken hostages? Alyssa wasn’t sure if there was a reason to do so, but she couldn’t discount the possibility. There hadn’t been a reason to hurt the doctors either. Who knew his mindset at the moment.

Alyssa hesitated at the door, wondering if she should knock first or simply barge in. If they were right about the man being inside… Those were the wrong terms to think of it in. It wasn’t if they were right. It was can we afford to be wrong? Knocking, making a bunch of noise, and waiting could result in someone being hurt.

With that thought in mind, Alyssa quietly pushed open the door, trying to make as little noise as possible. She considered applying an Empty Mirror spell before deciding that there wouldn’t be much point. Opening the door in the back of the storefront would be noticeable regardless of whether or not she was invisible.

Alyssa made her way across the main floor of the store. She wasn’t sure that customers were normally allowed inside. There were a lot of stone ovens and wooden racks for holding food, but nothing that actually looked like a shop. The few times she had purchased something from this place, she had done so outside.

Fela carefully followed after her. Alyssa hadn’t said anything, but Fela was clearly trying to be cautious about making noise.

Stopping in front of the back door, Alyssa listened closely. She couldn’t hear a thing, but Fela could. The hellhound’s pointed ears twitched. A moment after and two sharp claws were pointed up in the air.

Two, Alyssa thought, staring. Two what? Two people? Two minutes? The peace sign? Is that even a thing in this world?

Shaking her head, deciding that she would just have to deal with whatever was on the other side of the door without any real forewarning, Alyssa placed her hand on the handle. She had a mental debate about opening it slowly or instantly until she decided that the less time someone had to react, the better. She swung the door open hard and fast.

Two people were in the room beyond—a small sitting area with a large fire pit in the middle. One portly woman with red hair who Alyssa had purchased bread from in the past. She sat, tied to a chair by thick ropes, with her eyes wide as she stared at the other occupant.

The old man Alyssa had found. He waved around a thick butcher’s knife while whirling from where he had been facing the woman to look at the door.

Alyssa didn’t hesitate. Chains were already lashing out before she had fully grasped the situation. One set wrapped around the woman, the other around the man. Dismissing the chains around the woman, she gave a hard pull, dragging the man to the ground before he could so much as yelp.

Fela prowled in after her chains, practically jumping on the man’s back in order to keep him pinned down. Unnecessary, in Alyssa’s opinion, but it was good to know that he wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.

“It’s gonna eat me!” the man screamed, making Alyssa wish she knew which spell Irulon had used to silence the retainer from Yora. “Help. Help! Monster!”

“Sorry for the trouble,” Alyssa started to say, looking to the baker. “As for you—”

Fela moving made her stop. The hellhound, keeping a knee pressed in on the old man’s back, leaned in and sniffed the woman twice. “Don’t relax. There’s someone else here who shouldn’t be.” Her ears twitched as she looked around. “I can hear the heartbeat… and smell the monster camp.”

“Monster camp?” Alyssa said, looking around. The man was still shouting for help and the woman was frozen, still staring with wide eyes—now she was staring at Fela rather than the old man. Alyssa did her best to ignore his shouts. They could both be addressed after she and Fela had secured the area.

“You’ve got him?” Fela asked.

“The chains don’t break on gaunts. I doubt this old man will manage to even strain them.”

Nodding, Fela stood. She dashed over to the side of the room. Another window was open just a crack. It didn’t have any glass in it, unlike the windows out front, and only separated the inside from the outside with slatted wooden shutters. Shutters that Fela shoved open with a bit more force than necessary. Reaching her arms out elicited a yelp from something as she pulled a furry little creature into the room.

“Iona?”

“Don’t eat me.” The little gremlin, suspended in the air by a claw clamped onto the back of his shirt, had his eyes locked on Fela’s bared teeth.

“No one is going to—”

“Another monster. Monsters everywhere! They don’t stop. They’ll keep coming! Pandora has fallen! We’re all going to die!”

Alyssa really wished she had the silencing spell.

“You be quiet. Fela, put him down. Get rid of those ropes,” she said, waving a hand to the poor woman. “What are you doing here, Iona?” Alyssa asked once he was safely on the ground.

“I saw someone who smelled strange going in here, then he started threatening Matra. I… I was waiting for him to turn his back so I could pounce on him.”

“You should have gone to the guards. Matra,” Alyssa said, addressing the woman—she hadn’t known her name before this, but assumed that Iona knew what he was talking about. “Are you alright? Are you injured? Matra?”

It took an extra prompting to get her to respond. “I’m just a bit shaken up,” she said, still staring at Fela.

Is the hellhound who is helping her out of her bindings really more alarming than the guy who tied her up and waved around a knife? Shaking her head, Alyssa looked down at the old man as he struggled against the chains. For being so injured, he was putting up an awfully good fight.

Since Tenebrael had yet to show up, she might as well try to get her answers now.

Though perhaps in a different location. The baker was probably shocked enough for one night.

            

    
        039.010 Back to Basics - Questions and... Answers?

    
    
    
    
                “Traitorous scum!”

Alyssa sighed. She was about done listening to this guy. From the intelligencer, she knew that he was a mercenary, a hired bounty hunter. She knew his mission was to kidnap some of the monsters from the camp for Yora. After an hour of trying to get some information out of him, she hadn’t learned what had actually happened to his fellow bounty hunters, but she really didn’t need to. Tenebrael was back in play. Once she picked up her little black book from Iosefael, Alyssa could just ask her what had happened.

It got a bit tiring listening to him complain about monsters, about Illuna, about the local government, and everything in between—he seemed especially enraptured with insulting Alyssa because of her friendship with Fela and Iona. Frankly, Alyssa thought he was lucky that Irulon wasn’t anywhere nearby. If she was, he would probably have had his tongue torn out for some of the things he had said.

After ensuring that Matra, the baker, was alright and generally unharmed aside from a shock to her nerves, Fela had loaded the struggling man up over one of her shoulders. They had initially started back toward the hospital, thinking he would calm down after being brought to a safer environment as well as seeing that none of the monsters around intended him harm. His constant shouts had woken up half the market, drawn the attention of several guards, and generally caused a ruckus. After that, Alyssa had been directed to the market guard station. The proper notifications went out to those who had been searching for him as well, letting them know that he had been apprehended safely.

The guard station was just a small building with a single holding cell, generally used as a temporary storage for a single rowdy individual. A place to get someone causing trouble temporarily off the streets. Either to cool down after a minor altercation with a shopkeeper or other customer, or a place to keep them before transferring them to a proper jailhouse if they committed some kind of major crime. As such, it really only had one room. An area for the guards and an area for the prisoner. Thick iron bars separated the two sides of the room.

Which meant that Alyssa had something of an audience as she tried to get some information from the old man. It was a bit embarrassing, really. All those guards stood around with their arms crossed and scowls on their faces at having their relaxing evening interrupted. It was made all the worse by how little information she had actually gotten out of him.

All she had really learned was his name. “Dork,” Alyssa said with another sigh, using that sigh as a means to suppress her smile at his very unfortunate name. She wasn’t quite sure when the term had originated in her world, but it probably meant something different here. Either that or his parents hated him. “I don’t care that you injured a doctor or threatened a poor woman…” She immediately cringed at her phrasing. “I mean, I do care, but that isn’t my job. It is their job,” she quickly added with a thumb over her shoulder toward the closest pair of guards. “All I want to know is what happened out there. Was it a giant snake or something else?”

“Snake? Snake! I wish it was a snake.”

“It wasn’t a snake then?” She honestly wasn’t sure whether or not that was a good thing. Rokien might be happy to know that the carnage hadn’t been caused by someone he knew. But he might also lose out on some bit of hope he had about his brother being nearby.

“Eyes blazing bright as torches,” he said, more mumbling to himself than answering Alyssa’s question. “Scales hard as stone. Fangs as long as your arm!”

“So… it was a snake then?”

The old man lunged forward, grabbing the bars of his cell with one hand. His other hand was still tied up in a sling. It was supposed to have been splinted, but that splint looked to have fallen out of place. It was hard to say whether that was because of his own actions or something Alyssa or Fela had done. Despite his sudden movement, he paused with his face pressed up against the bars. He stared for a lot longer than Alyssa was comfortable with, keeping his beady eyes locked on her.

“It was a monster,” he whispered.

Alyssa blinked twice. “A snake-like monster?”

“Long as a mountain and covered in blood!”

Rolling her eyes and shaking her head, Alyssa could only sigh once more. Brakkt had said that apophis could grow to absurd sizes, so Dork’s comment could fit with that… Except for Rokien’s comment about how their apophis wasn’t really all that large. This old man’s refusal to give a straight answer to any question grated her nerves to the point where she wanted to throw up her arms and be done with it all.

Which was basically what she did. “Alright,” Alyssa said, turning to the pair of guards. “We’re done here. If he says anything that sounds important, let me know. But I just don’t have the time—” or patience “—for this.”

She still hadn’t gotten much to eat. Just that quick slice of jerky on the way to find this guy.

“Sorry you have to deal with him,” she added as she headed out.

After dropping off the guy in his cell, Fela had decided to wait in front of the building with Iona. It had just seemed sensible given his overwhelming racism. It hadn’t helped, but it still seemed sensible. When Alyssa exited the building, she found Fela and Iona right where she had left them. But they had been joined by Brakkt.

A fully armored up Brakkt. The only thing that was missing from his armor was his helmet, which hung from its place on Ensou’s saddle—the draken stood next to him as he questioned Fela. Alyssa glanced around, but didn’t spot any of the other draken. No Izsha, Musca, or Dasca. If there was an emergency, Alyssa would have expected them to be around, so she relaxed a little. Still, seeing him fully armored up was a bit of a surprise.

“Did something happen?” Alyssa asked, waving a hand to his gear.

“An infected corpse picked up by one of the corpse reclamation teams wasn’t quite dead. It is currently unknown whether or not it was purposefully lying in wait for the team to come along or if it simply woke up at the time. I’ve never known infected to sleep, though I suppose they will lie dormant if there is no stimulus to agitate them.”

“The Astral Authority missed one?” If there was one thing she had thought she could count on, it was the Astral Authority actually doing their job. Then again, she had managed to hide from or otherwise avoid the Astral Authority several times. There were some things special about her, but perhaps the same could be said about a handful of infected as well. “Or is it a new victim of the plague?”

“It wasn’t any member of Illuna’s plague containment teams. Of that the survivors are certain.”

“Survivors?”

“Two of the twenty died. The first, apparently, died before he even realized that the body wasn’t quite dead. The other died valiantly, defending his comrades, buying them time to escape.”

“Did he manage to kill it?”

“No. And it didn’t pursue them either. It simply defended itself until they had gone. Which is why I’m heading out there. Trik requested my presence. Even if he had not, it is an oddity that I cannot ignore. It may be defending a location where another pit might manifest.”

Alyssa grit her teeth. That was a massive concern, especially if it happened much closer to Illuna than the previous Owlcroft pit. “Do you need help?”

“The recovery team left roughly a week ago, but Ensou can get me there by morning,” Brakkt said as he patted Ensou on the neck. “They’ve been traveling slowly because of their job. A single infected shouldn’t be a problem for me. I will of course perform some surveying beforehand. If the situation looks… strange, I will send you a Message. Otherwise, I would prefer if you stayed here and continued to investigate the incident that occurred.” He paused a moment, looking to Fela then to the door of the small guardhouse. “I hear the unconscious man is no longer unconscious?”

“I wish he was,” Fela mumbled.

“I don’t know how much we’re going to get out of him,” Alyssa said. “Between his babbling, his outright racism toward monsters, and disdain toward people associated with monsters—which seems to be just about everyone inside Illuna—just talking with him is a chore. I think he did confirm that we are dealing with an apophis, but even that was hard to discern and is suspect.”

Brakkt’s face softened. He let out a long sigh, not one of irritation as Alyssa had expressed several times over the past hour, but one more along the lines of longing.

“I’m sure if we find this giant snake, it will still be around when you get back.”

“I shouldn’t be too long,” Brakkt said. “Might even be back by tomorrow evening. Two days at most, I would imagine. Should I be longer, I will be sure to send a Message.”

“And I’ll send one to you if we do find this monster. Give you something to look forward to upon returning.” Looking toward the door, she sighed a little. “Don’t know if you wanted to try interviewing that guy. I doubt you’ll get much out of it, but…”

“I trust you to have it in hand.”

Alyssa nodded, not really feeling as if the trust were deserved, but accepting his intentions for what they were.

“In any case, I shall meet with you later. Good luck.”

“You too.”

As Brakkt mounted Ensou and started off toward the western side of the city, Alyssa turned to Fela and Iona. Especially the latter.

“The others are probably worried that you haven’t returned by now,” Alyssa said, wondering if it was best to send a Message to Rokien—who couldn’t Message her back—or simply take Iona to the guild for the night. The prospect of walking all the way down to the camp and all the way back up was not appealing. It would be an exaggeration to say that the sun would be up by the time she got in bed for the night, but not much of an exaggeration.

“They won’t worry. I spend lots of nights up here with the humans.”

“Do you?” Alyssa said with a raised eyebrow. She hadn’t heard that one.

“Yeah. Sometimes Susan…” Iona trailed off, ears twitching. “I mean, Susan’s dad has me help out early in the morning to get the first batch of pies ready for sale. It’s too big of a pain to travel all the way up here so early in the morning.”

“Shall we take you back to the pie shop then?”

“No!” Iona started. He hesitated a moment before sucking in a breath. “I mean, it is so late. They probably are already asleep. It would be rude to disturb them.”

Alyssa crossed her arms, tapping a finger against her elbow. She was pretty sure that she was missing something, but wasn’t sure exactly what. A glance to Fela just got her a shrug, so Alyssa shrugged in turn. As long as it wasn’t anything dangerous, whatever was going on wasn’t any business of hers. And she really didn’t need yet another problem on her plate. She had enough as it was.

“Alright,” she said, holding out a hand to grab onto his as if he were a child. “You’re coming with me tonight. We’ll take you down to the monster camp in the morning.”

“Or I could just go straight to the pie shop. In the morning that is, not now. Definitely not now.”

“Is there a problem? Are you having troubles with the humans there?”

“No. No. It’s just…” he trailed off, tapping the tips of his fingers together. “Susan’s parents sometimes… Sometimes after they drink expensive wines…”

Alyssa’s confusion about what she was missing went mostly away. She now had two ideas at the forefront of her mind. One of which she had to address. “Do they get violent with you?”

“No. Of course not. They’re good humans.”

“Then—”

“Can we just go?” Iona said… no, pleaded.

Having a feeling that she knew what went on some nights after drinking, Alyssa simply nodded without further question. They made it five full steps toward the guild before Fela made a noise.

“Ah. The monster with two backs,” she said with a wide grin.

Alyssa knew a euphemism when she heard one. Having not heard this one before, it took her a short moment to actually get it. When she did, she could only shake her head. The mental picture was quite vivid.

Iona, on the other hand, tensed, gripping Alyssa’s hand. He didn’t blush. At least, Alyssa couldn’t see it in the dark of the night, but she could almost feel the awkwardness rolling off him.

“Please, Fela,” Alyssa said, hiding a smile of her own. “He’s obviously embarrassed enough as it is.”

“I thought they were fighting the first time,” Iona practically whispered. “They were trying to be quiet and they said they would try harder the next time, but…” He raised his free hand up to his head. “I have big ears!” he said, flattening one against his head.

Fela let out a deep guffawing laugh. “They’re humans. It’s what they do. You’re not going to get any sleep at the guild if you can’t learn to ignore them.”

“Alright, alright. Settle down,” Alyssa said, not sure she wanted to find out what was going on in adjacent rooms. Or rather, she was sure that she didn’t want to find out. “It won’t be that bad.” Fela felt the need to scoff at that. “At the very least, it is a bigger building and you don’t have to interact with the people in the morning.”

Fela still had a grin on, like she wanted to say something but was holding herself back. Something that Alyssa could appreciate.

Really, Alyssa wished that there were more days like today had been. Not quite the same. Today had been a busy one with her running all around, but it had been mostly just talking with people, gathering information, and delivering information. Relatively peaceful. Most recent incident aside. And even recapturing that old man hadn’t been that big of an ordeal compared to some things.

But an opportunity to just walk around with Fela and Iona was nice. “Have you eaten anything this evening, Iona?”

“Of course. I always take home some of the leftover pies.”

Alyssa, feeling some of those stomach pangs at having missed a few meals today, wondered if it wasn’t too late to rush back to the markets and grab some bread or pies. They wouldn’t be fresh, but she could practically smell some of those home cooked pies. The almost hamburger-like scent of meat combined with chopped potatoes and a garnish of vinegar, all wrapped up in some buttery breading, was enough to make her mouth water.

The scent was so real that she found herself looking down at Iona, wondering if working at the shop made him permanently smell like meat pies. As she looked down, she found Iona holding up a small cloth sack.

“Want one? It’s the last one. Fela ate three while we were waiting for you.”

Alyssa shot a glance to the hellhound. “I hope you didn’t pressure him into giving them to you.”

“He offered.”

“After you begged, I bet.”

Fela shrugged, completely shameless.

“It’s alright,” Iona said. “They always give me some extra to take back to the camp. But I’m not going back, so someone should eat it.”

“Well, if you insist,” Alyssa said as she let go of Iona’s hand to take the pie.

Nice and savory. A bit cold, though the middle was still warm, but if there was one thing that Alyssa had learned from this world, it was not to get overly excited about food. There was always something wrong with it. Either it was cold, flavorless—or worse—or made from low quality goods. If she were a picky eater, she would have starved long ago.

“Thanks,” Alyssa said, finishing off the pie. It had been a smaller one, maybe two thirds the size of most of the normal ones that Alyssa had purchased from the shop on occasion. She had to wonder if that was random happenstance or if the piemakers were deliberately making gremlin-sized pies for Iona to take back to the other monsters.

“Thanks for stepping in earlier,” Iona said after a moment. “I was so worried, I didn’t know what to do. I thought I would jump on that guy, but humans are so big and scary…”

“Like I said, going to a guard would have been the best idea. But… I’m glad you weren’t hurt. And I’m happy to know that you were worried about some humans enough to put yourself in danger. But, I’ll reiterate, you shouldn’t do that. Keep yourself safe, go to the people whose jobs it is to handle such matters.”

Iona nodded twice, seemingly taking the advice seriously.

Hopefully he would keep himself out of danger in the future. Alyssa wouldn’t always be around to rescue him if he got into a spot of trouble.
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                “It’s really my own selfish desire,” Irulon said. She sat at her desk in her quarters, looking over her notebook without writing in it. It was the first time Alyssa had seen her not write since she had taken up the pen immediately following their return from dealing with the Astral Authority. Every single morning, Alyssa checked in on her, asked if there was anything Irulon needed from her, and then went about with her own tasks for the day when she was inevitably rejected.

Which was why she had been surprised to find Irulon simply reading one of her notebooks this morning. Not only had Irulon not been furiously scribbling, but she had invited Alyssa inside as well.

She had expected to simply knock on the door and get rejected, as she had been every other morning. As such, Iona and Fela were waiting down stairs. It really was her own fault for assuming that today would be like every other day. But… they could wait. They would be fine down there for a while. Fela would protect Iona and everyone at the guild would protect Fela… or else.

“The dragon could obviously live alone. It is I who has become the codependent one. But, perhaps as thanks for saving my companion’s soul once upon a time, the dragon has agreed to this experiment.”

“I’m not sure I understand,” Alyssa said. “You’re still going to try to share a body? I thought we were trying to avoid that.”

“Not a body. A mind. There will be two bodies. One for my companion and one for me.”

“Ah… huh.” The first picture that came to mind was some kind of two-headed monster. But that didn’t seem quite right. More like one headed monster with two bodies. Trying to imagine how that would work just made her more confused. Looking at Irulon now, she was trying to decide if it made more sense for a second neck to pop out just in front of her chin, leading to a whole separate body, or maybe off to the side. But the two bodies would be so clumsy together that it really sounded like a bad idea no matter how she figured it. “Do you have a sketch or a diagram or something?”

“Hm. That would probably be a good idea. We’ll draw up how we would like the body to look today.”

Alyssa let the silence hang for a long moment before she leaned in a little closer. She didn’t know who she was dropping the volume of her voice for. It wasn’t like she could talk with only Irulon or only the dragon. Anyone listening in would probably be even more confused than Alyssa unless they knew that Irulon had a dragon soul shoved inside her. Still, she had to ask, “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

“We came up with a total of three solutions. The last of which is complete separation regardless of our desires. But this is the one we would like to try first. While the last option is likely to succeed, the second option is our least favorite of the three. In fact, we might scrap it completely should this test fail.”

“And neither of you see any lasting consequences from trying this one that might hinder other attempts?”

“Nothing irreversible. Presuming you are capable of doing what you said you could do. Will you be able to create bodies capable of sustaining life in the near future? We are on something of a time limit. Even with that limit, I would prefer if you could get some practice in before we start putting our souls into your creations.” Irulon took a deep breath as she looked toward the closed window. “I can’t help but wonder if we are doing the proper thing. I’ve already stolen away one soul from Tenebrael. At the time, I reasoned that I would die eventually and Tenebrael could collect us then. But we seem to be going far out of our way to ensure we remain out of Tenebrael’s embrace.”

Tenebrael’s gullet, more like, Alyssa thought to herself. “Tenebrael resurfaced yesterday, actually. She seemed awfully excited about your idea, so I wouldn’t worry about her at all.”

“Really?” Irulon said, looking back. She adjusted her posture to sit a little straighter. “She mentioned me?”

Alyssa fought to keep the grimace off her face. She really didn’t like the awe in Irulon’s tone. “I mentioned you and we discussed the subject for a few minutes. She said that she would return later last night… but never did. I swear, if something has happened that put her into hiding again, I’ll… Well, I don’t know what I’ll do, but be angry at the very least.”

“I’m sure Tenebrael has her reasons.”

“Oh I bet she has reasons. But, with her back and the Astral Authority effectively barred from the world, I should be able to reconnect with her. The very first thing I’ll do is test out making a body or two… I hope I can make the bodies disappear too, or I might have a lot of explaining to do if I have to go dump a bunch of corpses into whatever mass grave might be out there.”

“Hm.” Irulon nodded seriously. “I imagine I could arrange for interested parties to look the other way. However, there are already a number of rumors about me and corpses within Lyria. All unsubstantiated, I assure you.”

“Uh huh.”

“Starting rumors here would be mildly annoying. It may be best to find a location where you can practice in solitude. We can dispose of remains by mincing them up and selling them as animal feed. Had I more time to experiment, I might have liked to test some of my Toymaker spells on the bodies. But I suppose we could try that later.”

Alyssa didn’t have the wherewithal to do more than grunt in mild disapproval. Her mind was stuck on selling human corpses as animal feed. Sure, nobody would have actually lived in these bodies, but that didn’t make it any less… disturbing. Was selling people as pig food a common way of handling the dead in this world?

Despite all her interactions with death, she had never actually stuck around to discover what happened to the bodies she had left behind.

Some poor someone probably had to clean them up. Much like the body reclamation team here in Illuna, there were surely people whose jobs it was to just collect dead bodies, like that bring out your dead scene from The Holy Grail.

“Did Tenebrael say anything else?” Irulon said, interrupting Alyssa’s morbidly humorous thoughts.

“We talked some about the demons and the Astral Authority.” Alyssa quickly filled Irulon in on their short conversation, mentioning that the pit had been closed and that the Astral Authority might still be around but in far more manageable numbers. Beyond that, there hadn’t been much of importance that had come up in her conversation with Tenebrael. And Alyssa said so to Irulon. “She did say that I should be able to call her. I was going to do it last night just before I finally got to bed, but I was exhausted and wasn’t really feeling up to a conversation if Tenebrael did decide to pop in. I was going to call her this morning after taking Iona to the monster camp. Or to his job. Wherever it is he wants to go.”

“Iona?”

“A little gremlin boy—”

“Aren’t they all little?”

“—who has taken up a job at a local pie shop,” Alyssa continued, ignoring the quip. “I was a little worried that he had been blackmailed into slavery upon first hearing about it, but they all seem pretty amicable about it and Iona shows up to work of his own volition, so…” Trailing off, Alyssa shrugged.

“So,” Irulon said after a short moment of silence, “a monster is working in a human bakery?”

Alyssa chuckled softly. Standing up, she walked over to the side of the room where the window was. Like a good number of windows, there wasn’t any glass. Just the wooden shutters. Shutters that Alyssa threw open.

Irulon immediately winced as the morning sun flooded inside. She raised an arm to shield her eyes like some kind of vampire.

It wasn’t the first time that Alyssa had seen that look. Her brother, back when he still lived at home, would often disappear for entire weekends only to emerge from his room ready to go to school. The second they would open the garage door so that he could drive the two of them to high school, he would always do the exact same thing. A grimace, a wince, and maybe some rubbing of the eyes. Her mother always called him a vampire whenever she saw him do that. Said he needed to get out more.

“You’ve been holed up in here for a long time,” Alyssa said as she looked out the window. Even with only three stories, the guild building was one of the larger ones in the city. It offered a decent view of the rolling rooftops of the city buildings and occasional guard towers along the walls. The only larger building was Martin’s manor and the associated guest house. Neither of them were so large that they really stuck out all that much.

“There are quite a few monsters working around the city at the moment. A few of the larger and tougher monsters are working as guards, but less… physically demanding jobs have gotten a few monsters trying to help out the city as a way of paying back the kindness the city showed to their group for the food and shelter. There’s a harpy acting as a courier, an elf assisting with a local smithy, the gremlins are running all around the markets taking on culinary and tailoring jobs with reckless abandon. Reckless abandon in that they recklessly abandon their jobs whenever they get bored and move on to try something else. Iona’s the only one who has actually stuck with a single shop since he started as far as I know.”

As Alyssa gave Irulon the rundown, the princess slowly approached the window. She was still squinting, but she at least managed to look outside. “Sounds like quite the scene to see. The people living here are all fine with it?”

“I’ve heard that there are a few complaints. Haven’t heard any major complaints personally. That’s just what I was told by Martin and Volta. No rioting or mass protests like there were in Lyria. I don’t know if that is because there is simply a much smaller population here—so less people to gather up and protest—or if it is some other factor like their general attitude toward monsters. The general attitude on the streets seems pretty optimistic though.”

Looking away from the cityscape, Alyssa turned to Irulon. “Maybe you could spare an hour or two to walk around. I mean, aside from helping Izsha and the incident with the Astral Authority the other day, I haven’t even seen you downstairs.”

“You sound like Tess,” Irulon said with a mild groan.

“Tess is a smart girl.”

“Regardless of the accuracy of that statement, I don’t think I can walk around with you. If I do, something will happen and I won’t be able to get back to work for a week.”

Alyssa nodded in understanding. “I can’t discount that possibility.” Not with how yesterday went. “But all I’m hoping for today is a short chat with Tenebrael and a lot of relaxation. I suppose I should also check in with the intelligencer and ensure that she hasn’t been murdered in her sleep.”

Although she spoke entirely nonchalantly, she was hoping that dropping Tenebrael’s name might get Irulon out of the house for something that wasn’t an emergency. Alyssa really didn’t have a good reason for wanting Irulon to walk around. After all, she would have been perfectly content with being turned away at the door. It was concern, she supposed. Now that she had talked with Irulon for a few minutes, she was a little worried about the other woman.

Well, she had been worried anyway. But an existential crisis was hard to put into words. Isolation was a much simpler term to understand and worry about. With Kasita spying on the Yora guys, waiting for them to make a move, Irulon didn’t even have the mimic to keep her company. Since it seemed as if Irulon had finished with the work she had thrown herself into over the past while, breaking that isolation streak sounded like a good idea.

Or maybe it was all a bad idea. A distraction might be good, but it might be bad at the same time. It could, as Irulon had said, introduce new problems that she might feel the need to solve, distracting her further from the current crisis. Maybe even to the point where it was too late to do anything about it.

Shaking her head, Alyssa turned away from the window. “Just a thought,” she said. After Irulon and the dragon were separated, they could walk around then. Unless it was hard to walk with a conjoined head.

“No. You might be right. I have been isolated in here for quite some time…” Irulon took a deep breath, looking out the window again. “Besides. My notebook has filled up and I am low on ink. I was going to send for more, but then I would be simply sitting around doing nothing while waiting for the supplies to arrive.”

“Ah. So the reason for leaving is pragmatic. Well, getting some fresh air is getting some fresh air regardless, I suppose.”

“In addition, barring something threatening the city, I will be abandoning anything that crops up to you.”

Nodding with pursed lips, Alyssa said, “That sounds very wise of you.”

“Allow me a short time to ready myself. I fear I haven’t washed my face this morning.”

“Alright. I’ll be downstairs waiting for you.”

Irulon gave a curt nod of her head before dismissing Alyssa with a wave. “I will join you momentarily.”

Back down in the guild’s main tavern area, Alyssa found both Fela and Iona chatting with Oz of all people. Unlike the easygoing Catal, Oz and Lumen didn’t tend to interact with monsters all that much. Lumen detested them more than she disliked Alyssa, though she managed to hide it well enough to sit at the same table if circumstances required. With Oz, however, it was harder to pin down his feelings on the matter. He tended to avoid monsters where possible, but when he did interact with them, it was always cordial.

As such, it was a bit surprising that he had joined them. And he definitely had been the one joining; there had been no one but the two of them when Alyssa had gone up to Irulon’s room.

When Alyssa approached, Oz quickly stood up. “Yo!” he called out.

“Please don’t tell me that something happened.”

“Depends on what you mean by something.”

Alyssa took in a long, slow breath, shooting an exasperated look at Fela. Slowly, she sat down opposite from Oz, clasped her hands together, and stared at him for a long moment. “Alright. I’m ready. What horrible event is going to consume my life today?” And hopefully only today, she thought, fearing that it might be some extended event.

But Oz just raised an eyebrow. “It isn’t that horrible. I just wanted to let you know that we secured an escort job that will take us back home. We’re not leaving for a week and some days, but it is on the table and my crew has accepted the task.”

“You told me about something similar a few weeks ago, but it fell through. Is this one going to fall through?”

“Ask me again in a week and a few days and I’ll tell you,” he said with a slightly strained smile. “Not that this isn’t a lovely city or anything, but I would really like to get back to Lyria. The pay here is much worse,” he added in a hushed tone.

“Is it? With less people here, I thought prices might be higher. No competition to undercut.”

“Lyria is, in general, a wealthier city. Lots of nobles and wealthy merchants always wanting odd jobs done. Here, there’s basically only Martin and one or two notable merchants who even fit in that category. And Martin has his own guards to carry out his tasks, so not many jobs coming from there. Just about everything over on that board,” he said, pausing to point at the large counter with quest postings hanging on the wall, “is from more… common folk. There isn’t anything wrong with common folk. I’m common folk. But we don’t pay well. Lumen was just saying that we should head back job or no job because of that.”

“So even if the job falls through, you’ll be leaving?”

“That seems to be the case.” Running a hand through his red hair, down his face, and to his trimmed beard, he looked around the room. “I don’t mind the lower population, honestly. Nice to not be crowded out. But I do miss the extra money.”

Alyssa felt a little relieved that this wasn’t some world-ending crisis that Irulon was going to have to run from. At the same time, she had one big question. “My mother will be going with you, correct?”

“That’s the plan.”

“I’m probably not going to leave unless Irulon and Brakkt decide to go as well. So she’ll be with you guys. You keep her safe. You hear me? Or I swear, I’ll… Well, I’ve been spending a lot of time with that Yora intelligencer. I’m sure I could get creative.” She hadn’t actually been getting torture tips from Claire, but Oz’s imagination didn’t need to know that.

“No need to resort to threats,” Oz said, holding up his hands. “If something happens to her, it will be because something happened to all of us.”

Alyssa stared for a short moment before sighing. “Sorry. I think I’ve been spending too much time around that intelligencer.”

“You’re worried. I know. But it will be fine. You saw how boring it was on the way here. The most we’ll have to deal with are a few brigands. Me, Lumen, and Catal can handle that. And your mother has guns like the ones you’ve got.”

“I’ll have to remind her to be careful when I next see her,” Alyssa said just as Irulon emerged from the stairway.

“Princess Irulon!” Oz said, eyes widening as she approached. Half the room heard his elevated voice. A few even got to their feet. A few looked like they weren’t sure if they were supposed to. For his part, Oz didn’t, though he did straighten his back. “Come down from your tower? I think this is the first time I’ve seen you since you disappeared up there.”

“We’ve seen each other seven times since.”

Oz’s straight back slightly slouched. “Then this is the first time we’ve spoken… Right?”

“Hm.” Irulon didn’t answer, taking the opportunity to look to the gremlin who had been watching the conversation in silence.

Alyssa took the opportunity to introduce him. “Iona, this is Irulon,” she said, waving a hand from one to the other. “Irulon, Iona.”

Iona, eyes wide, stared back. “Are you really the human princess?” he asked, voice laden with awe.

Irulon pressed her lips together before nodding. “A human princess, yes. I do have sisters, but none are all that relevant to the line of succession.”

“They said the human princess was supposed to be a monster too horrifying to look at, but you look like a normal human. You don’t even have claws!”

Staring for another long moment, Irulon eventually turned her gaze back to Alyssa. “Perhaps I should just go back to my room now.”
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                “Alright. At least you’re answering your phone. It isn’t like a vital emergency, but…” Alyssa trailed off in her conversation, glancing to one side. Irulon was poking around the markets, fresh notebook under one arm, looking for anything that caught her eye. “I’m sure your most devout follower would appreciate some urgency.”

“Tell her not to fear. I won’t abandon her. We’ll be ready long before any crucial moment has passed.”

Alyssa wasn’t so sure that Tenebrael could guarantee that should something happen related to angels, but it was nice to hear that she actually had some modicum of concern for a mortal. A mortal other than Alyssa, anyway. Did that concern for Irulon balance out her callous consumption of human souls? Who knew? But it was something.

“We’ll speak soon, Alyssa Meadows,” Tenebrael said. Her voice sounded like she was directly next to Alyssa instead of coming through over the phone speaker. It was realistic enough that Alyssa impulsively turned her head back and forth, half expecting the angel to have appeared behind her. But there was nothing but people browsing the market place.

Fela in particular had her nose in some kind of sausage stand. Half a dozen people were standing around, not really shopping, but not fleeing in terror either. They were just watching Fela’s tail swing back and forth with mild apprehension. This was a separate market than the one that they had dropped Iona off in. Nearby, but separated by a large building that was apparently the Trader’s Guild. She wasn’t sure what the purpose of the Trader’s Guild was, some kind of regulatory body probably, but there was apparently one in Lyria as well.

That wasn’t to say that Alyssa had never been to this particular market. She had, it was where she had purchased most of her supplies, both for herself and for Volta. Most goods here in this market were not food related. Lots of carpentry work, candle makers, tailors, a rug maker, and even two goldsmiths and a silversmith. But of course Fela had found the one food stall in the area. The portly man behind the counter with a thick mustache looked like he was trying to decide between closing up for the day to get away from Fela or make the biggest sale of his life based on the look in Fela’s eyes.

Of course, that look in Fela’s eyes was exactly the reason Alyssa didn’t let her carry any money on her.

It was a bit strange how people were acting here. It wasn’t their first time seeing Fela, was it? Sure, they didn’t visit this market that often, but the other side wasn’t that far away. Alyssa had already spotted a gremlin heading into the silversmith, so it wasn’t like monsters in general were completely alien here. Fela was about twice the size of a gremlin and had obviously sharp claws and teeth. The flames coming from her eyes were probably not that reassuring either.

Alyssa slipped her phone back into her pocket. Tenebrael had long since hung up. Making her way up to the sausage vendor, Alyssa handed over a few coins, buying Fela three thick sausages. “Come on,” she said, grabbing Fela’s free paw to drag her away from the vendor. “You’re standing in the middle of the road, blocking all the customers.”

Fela didn’t respond, choosing instead to chomp down on the first of her breakfast. Brunch? They had eaten before leaving… after a long talk with the guild cook on the subject of hygiene around food preparation.

“Find anything interesting?” Alyssa asked as they neared Irulon.

“Near enough. There was a particular cloth from a nearby tailor that appears enchanted. I am a bit surprised to find something like that around here. They don’t have many highly ranked arcanists capable of such feats.”

“Imports?”

“I presume so, but I’d like to figure out where from. It didn’t look like anything I’ve seen around Lyria in the past.”

“When was the last time you went window shopping in Lyria?”

Irulon raised an eyebrow, nodding. “Your point is noted and acknowledged. Still, the cloth had a few interesting properties regarding its ability to interact with water. It may make for a good cloak material. I think I will head back to the tailor and see what can be done of it.”

“Before you go,” Alyssa said, stopping Irulon from walking away. “I just wanted to let you know that she—” Alyssa didn’t want to start dropping Tenebrael’s name in a big crowd. It would just draw unwanted attention. She was already dreading having glowing eyes again… Maybe Tenebrael will give me some indestructible sunglasses. “—said that things were a bit busier than she had expected upon retaking on her duties. Nothing to worry about. And…” hesitating, Alyssa almost considered skipping this part, but decided not to in the end. “She wanted you to know that you shouldn’t worry. She would be back to things well before any critical moment came to pass.”

Irulon sucked in a quick breath. A ghost of a smile crossed her otherwise stoic lips. “I understand,” she said with a bob of her head. “That’s good. A small weight off my shoulders.”

“Just… don’t expect her to do everything. Or rather, don’t leave everything to be done by her.” Alyssa didn’t want to lose a friend because Tenebrael vaguely said she would be around for something only for some rule to crop up and stop any expected assistance in its tracks.

“Of course not,” Irulon said, affronted. “I— No, we will pull our own weight through this. Merely having Tenebrael’s blessing is enough to set aside my worries that we are following the wrong path.”

“Good.” Though Alyssa still wouldn’t discount the possibility that they were going about this the wrong way just because Tenebrael said something. Still, they were the experts and she would have to defer to their expertise. Alyssa would help where she was able. Otherwise… “One other thing that she mentioned…”

“Hm?”

“I do now know where the culprit behind the attack on the bounty hunters is hiding. But… I’m not sure what to do about it yet. Was it self defense? Or in defense of the monsters in the camp? Or was it just an act of aggression against a vulnerable target?”

“Hm. That sounds like the kind of thing that I will be abandoning to you.”

“Yeah. I expected that. I suppose I’ll just have to go and talk to it on my own.”

“I’ll be there,” Fela said… or tried to say. Her mouth was full and made her words come out as garbled nonsense. But Alyssa still got the gist of it.

“Take care. An apophis is not something you would be able to fight easily. Assuming the rumors are true, anyway.”

“I doubt Spectral Chains will work well on a snake too, especially one as big as an apophis is rumored to be. But I have a plan. If it looks aggressive, I can Fractal Lock it and walk away.”

Irulon put on a thoughtful expression for a moment before nodding, apparently agreeing with the tactic. “Good luck. You’ll be back by evening, I presume?”

“I sure hope so. My days have been long enough recently. I’d like to get a good night’s sleep for once.”

“Should have just kept sleeping,” Fela mumbled. “No need to get up so early. Everything that can be done in the morning can be done in the afternoon. You know, back—” She stopped talking abruptly, stiffening slightly. Taking in a deep breath, she started again. “Back where I came from, no one woke up before the sun was at its highest point. And everything went just fine until… until…”

“It’s alright,” Alyssa said as she gently squeezed Fela’s shoulder. Fela almost never talked about the time before she got captured by the Juno Federation. And Alyssa didn’t ask. She honestly wasn’t sure if she should or not—her Communication 101 classes in college hadn’t covered responses to traumatic situations. All Alyssa could do was be around and be open to being talked to. Normally, Alyssa would probably have stayed silent, allowing Fela to speak of whatever was on her chest. But not in a place like this. There were people all around. Despite the small bubble they had around them, likely because of Fela’s presence, plenty of people were obviously listening in.

No need to air such things publicly.

“Besides,” Alyssa said, trying to change the topic. “We did have to get up early. Iona would have been late to his job otherwise.” With one last squeeze of Fela’s shoulder, Alyssa let her hand drop back to her side. “Now, what do you say you and I head down to see Izsha and Dasca? We’re going to have to head a decent distance out of the city to find this thing.”

“That… sounds good. But can we get more?” Fela waved her last sausage back and forth. “The draken would love these.”

“I suppose we can,” Alyssa said, glad that she was being bankrolled by the princess. Speaking of… “You’ll be alright on your own?” she said as she turned back to Irulon.

“I can make my own way around the markets.”

“Understood. In that case…”

They parted ways. Alyssa and Fela, after a quick stop back at the sausage stand, headed out to the east side of the city, outside the walls, and down the long path to the monster camp. Rokien was there, as he usually was, while Fezzik was out at the western wall. Alyssa took a few minutes to chat with him and make sure that nothing new had gone wrong. Thankfully, nothing had. Food supplies were adequate, they had just gotten some new blankets and cots, and another few monsters were looking to integrate a bit more with the human city. The latter group had apparently been inspired by Alyssa’s recruitment of the new jailhouse guard.

With no emergencies inside the camp, Alyssa felt free to bid Rokien farewell and head right into the large tent that the draken had taken for themselves.

Ensou was, of course, gone. Both it and Brakkt were still heading out to Trik to investigate the demon situation, which Alyssa was still hoping was just a one-off anomaly. Musca, Izsha, and Dasca were all hanging out, however. Lazily, it looked like. The sun had been up for a few hours now but they all looked like they were still half asleep. Not that it really mattered much. They didn’t exactly have a job down here in the monster camp.

Despite looking like they hadn’t fully woken up yet, the moment Fela entered holding out three sausages, they all jumped to their feet and crowded around the hellhound. Fela practically shoved her hands into their mouths as she distributed the sausages, not caring at all about the sharp teeth right next to her hands.

Alyssa gave them a few minutes to enjoy their snack. Not that they needed that long—they practically swallowed the things whole, which really made Alyssa wonder just why they were so excited about getting them in the first place. Wasn’t the whole point of good food the taste? “Izsha. Dasca. And Musca, if you want to go, but Irulon isn’t here and she won’t be joining us. We need to head out for a few hours in search of a giant snake. You all feeling up for that?”

The answer, as it turns out, was a resounding yes. They didn’t say so with words, but it was close enough. Even Musca seemed excited to go. Alyssa assumed that they were getting a bit of cabin fever. As she got the saddle ready for Izsha—Musca had no rider and Fela didn’t care whether or not she had a saddle on Dasca—she could practically feel them vibrate in anticipation. By the time they actually got moving, Musca in particular was chomping at the bit… though she didn’t actually have a bit—none of the draken did even when they were equipped with saddles.

The information Alyssa got from Tenebrael wasn’t perfect. She knew the rough direction of their culprit—which did seem to be an actual apophis, according to Tenebrael—but there weren’t many landmarks or locations that Alyssa was familiar with south of the city. Which was one of the main reasons Alyssa had Fela with her. Her hope was that the draken and Fela could use their sense of smell to pinpoint the snake once they narrowed down the possible locations.

Unfortunately, even after three hours of running around where Alyssa thought Tenebrael had said to go, they had yet to find anything. She had thought it would be easy for them, well away from the burning bodies to the north that might interfere with their noses. Now that they had been having such trouble, Alyssa remembered reading something. Snakes didn’t actually have much smell on their own. They didn’t have hair, feathers, or even dander. Punctually shedding their skin took away much of the smells that might have gathered on their body from slithering through dirt and other foul-smelling substances.

Which, in retrospect, might have helped hide the identity of the attacker more than anything when Alyssa and Fela had been investigating the actual scene of the crime.

Despite the setback, Alyssa didn’t want to simply head home. This was one of those things that she felt she couldn’t delegate to someone else. Maybe Brakkt or Volta if they were here, but they weren’t.

If there was one good thing about roaming an hour south of Illuna, it was the land. Namely, it wasn’t a swamp as would have been the case if they had gone further west. A bit marshy, it was true. Wet, but not like… wet. Or rather, it was like there were tons of baby-sized rivers with plenty of grass-covered islands dotted around. For the draken, who could jump quite incredible distances, they were able to traverse the land such that they barely got their toes wet.

“Wait,” Fela said from where she was riding alongside Alyssa. “Where did Musca go?”

Blinking, Alyssa glanced around. There weren’t any large trees around, but a thick brush of cattails, willows, and other plant-life stuck up a decent way. It shouldn’t have been enough to hide a fully grown draken, but if Musca was trying to hide, it wouldn’t be an issue at all. As she was thinking about that, a sudden thought that a giant snake might have a much easier time hiding and perhaps hunting in this terrain made her fear for Musca’s safety.

“Musca!” Alyssa shouted. “Fela, Izsha, you can smell Musca at least, right?” The draken were lizards as well and had a similar lack of reasons to smell as the apophis did, but Izsha and Dasca at least were intimately familiar with Musca. There had to be something. Pheromones or just a scent that nobody else would notice. Something like that.

Both took off running at Alyssa’s question. Both in the same direction. Hopefully that meant that her suspicion was correct and not them simply charging in a random direction.

As they charged over the cattails and… whatever other plants lived in a marsh that Alyssa couldn’t put a name to, she spotted something off in the distance. Roughly in the same direction that the draken were taking her. At first, she didn’t quite know what she was looking at. A long crystal lattice poking out just above the marsh’s plants. White and translucent, enough so that the sunlight hitting it made it almost look like it was glowing. The closer she got, the longer she realized it was. From the length of a small car to the length of a school bus and even longer.

It was hollow as well. There was a hole in one side, small enough that Alyssa had to duck behind Izsha’s head, but the interior was large enough that she could sit upright, though only barely. Dasca, being a larger draken, actually had to squat down a bit, moving slower as it crouched. Fela had to hop off its back as well.

The inside was fairly beautiful and, notably, clear of debris. It was empty, not quite perfectly circular being flatter along the bottom. With the slight transparency of the lattice, Alyssa could see the ground underneath. Or rather, the plants. They had been flattened almost completely, but they were on the other side of the crystal lattice.

Reaching out, Alyssa could touch the ceiling of the crystal from Izsha’s back. It was surprisingly hard. Not nearly as brittle as it looked. Smooth too, though with odd ridges at regular intervals.

It clicked, seeing that this entire tunnel was lying on top of the ground and not part of it. This tunnel that she was inside had to be the shed skin of the apophis. It went on for… quite a long time. At least a short jog from one end to the other. Was this the same apophis that Rokien had spoken of? Had it gone through a growth spurt or was this his idea of smaller? He was a giant compared to humans, and it was true that this skin wouldn’t reach from the monster camp clear to the city walls, but…

Damn.

A monster as big as this skin could have swallowed Musca whole. Though, if it had, hopefully Musca would tear her way out. And if it hadn’t swallowed Musca whole, Alyssa imagined that the draken would have made at least some noise in fighting for its life. Noise that Fela should have heard with her large ears.

Just as soon as the thought crossed her mind, Alyssa heard a sharp, drakanic shout echoed down the tunnel.
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                Izsha and Dasca took off without Alyssa needing to say a word. Fela chased after on foot, trailing slightly behind. They charged through the tunnel of shed skin. Even the normally smooth Izsha was bouncing up and down enough that Alyssa had to keep her head down to avoid hitting the top. She wasn’t sure just how tough the shed skin actually was. It might shatter if she hit it. But, at the same time, it might shatter her neck.

Or skull.

At least there weren’t any low-hanging obstacles. No stalactites like what might be found in a natural cave. No rebar or supports that would be in something humans had tunneled out. That lack of worry let her concentrate on what lay ahead.

The tunnel was quickly coming to an end. The draken made short work despite its impressive length. With the translucent walls, the end of the tunnel didn’t open up into a bright white light. Her eyes were already adjusted for the outside world.

Musca stood alone on one of the islands of the marsh. Its head whipped back and forth as if it knew that something was out here but just couldn’t find where that something was. Which, in Alyssa’s opinion, significantly reduced the chance that the apophis was around. Glancing over her shoulder as Izsha headed toward Musca, she couldn’t see how such a large thing could possibly hide among the relatively flat terrain. Unless, of course, the apophis could turn invisible. Alyssa wouldn’t be surprised, but she could hope that it wasn’t possible.

“Musca!” Alyssa shouted as they drew near. Her cards were in hand, ready to Fractal Lock a giant snake at the first sign of the thing. After having seen its skin, she doubted that anything else in her repertoire would help with the sole exception of an Annihilator. “Are you alright? You made a noise.”

The draken, naturally, could not respond. Alyssa still hadn’t gotten around to figuring out a way to properly communicate with them. But, after one last look around, Musca lowered its head and used its teeth to pick something up off the ground.

An axe. Not a battle axe. It clearly hadn’t been designed for fighting. The haft was made from worn wood while the head looked to be half-rusted iron. A tree-cutting axe. One large enough that Alyssa doubted a human could have wielded it. Even lifting it might have been a bit of an ordeal. Should someone actually manage to use it properly, they probably could have felled a decently sized tree in only a single hit.

She had seen another axe before. Not so long ago, even. It was quite similar to the one that Rokien possessed, though this one looked far more worn and not nearly as well taken-care of. Depending on how long it had been sitting in the marsh, that might be a recent change.

This was decent evidence toward Rokien’s brother being alive. Worrik. That had been his name. And… if he was alive…

“Good job, Musca. This might be just what we needed.”

At Alyssa’s praise, the draken preened a little. It stood a little taller, shooting a smug look at Alyssa. The very thought that she had gotten used to the draken enough to decide what looks were smug and what were not, was somewhat amusing.

“The snake might not have much scent, but Fela, draken, can you pick up anything from this? Any smells left behind that we could follow?”

Fela stepped forward and tried to take it from Musca’s mouth. Musca put up a token fight. Really, Alyssa watched with a small frown on her face. Musca looked like a dog right after playing fetch that was still in a playful mood but fought back for whatever reason dogs did. Which was all the more amusing when she considered that Fela was the more dog-like of the two.

“Alright,” Alyssa said. “You did good, but you’ve got to hand it over.”

With one last refusal, Musca opened its mouth. Fela staggered back slightly, shooting the draken a glare. But she didn’t say anything until after she took a long sniff of the axe’s haft. Immediately, she made a face. “Smells like draken slobber.”

Alyssa sighed. “Anything else? Any hint of minotaur on it?”

As she spoke, Izsha stepped forward, sniffing at the axe while it was still in Fela’s hands.

“Maybe a little,” Fela said as she started prowling around the area. Every so often, she would stop and survey the area with her nose.

Dasca was the first to notice something, making a loud chirping sound to draw the attention of the others.

“You’re right,” Fela said as she walked over to Dasca. “It’s faint, but there is something here. A day or two old, maybe? It just has that… ground-like smell to it. Like a cow.”

“Can we follow it?”

“At least for a while. Walking through the water must have made the smell even weaker. If the minotaur dove in fully for any length of time, it might get tough. But we can try. I think it leads further south,” she said, walking all the way around the small island. When she got back to her starting spot, she nodded. “Yeah. It is definitely stronger in this direction, but only just a tiny bit. Might not have noticed with the burning bodies still lingering around the land.”

“Try not to remind me,” Alyssa said, feeling a small churn in her stomach at the though.

“Why not? If I have to smell it constantly, you should at least have to suffer with the knowledge.”

Alyssa didn’t say anything, choosing to simply shake her head and breathe through her mouth as Fela hopped back on Dasca.

“We’ll have to go slow. The trail is too faint to rush through it.”

“Lead the way. And Musca. You did good, but please stick with the group. If that thing,” Alyssa paused to throw a thumb over her shoulder at the giant snake skin, “showed up and decided it didn’t like you, it would just eat you whole.”

Slow was an understatement. Alyssa didn’t know why Fela bothered to climb back on Dasca at all. A toddler waddled faster than they were following this trail. Alyssa wasn’t about to complain. She knew that they were doing their best. But at the rate they were moving, an apophis and a minotaur could easily stroll away without breaking a sweat.

There had to be a way to speed this up.

The first thing that popped into Alyssa’s mind was Tineye. The sensory enhancement spell could help Fela track the faint trail far better than she was. Of that, Alyssa was certain. There were drawbacks to it. Prolonged use could form dependencies, lessening the natural, unaided senses. But Fela shouldn’t need to use it for that long. Just long enough for her to find a stronger segment of the trail to follow with her natural nose.

“I know you don’t like human magic,” Alyssa said. “But there is a spell that might help us follow this path a little better.” If only there was a spell that simply highlighted specific scents.

“It isn’t that I don’t like it, I just don’t like using human magic,” Fela said, somewhat absentmindedly as she kept smelling at the air.

“Is that really an important distinction to make?”

“If you cast a spell on me, I’ll happily accept it.”

“This is one you’ll have to cast on your own, unfortunately.” Smiling at Fela’s flattened ears, Alyssa continued. “It’s called Tineye,” she said, holding up the card. She had made several upon first finding out about the spell, but had only ever used one. That one experience had really turned her off the idea of using more. Which reminds me… Her eyes flicked up to Fela’s still flattened ears. “You’ll probably want something to keep your ears flat against your head as much as possible. I’ve a bandanna that might work.”

As Alyssa started digging through her satchel, Fela paused her sniffing to press her paws up against her ears. “What is this spell going to do to me,” she asked, worry coming through clear in her tone.

“Nothing. At least nothing physical. But you’re going to be able to smell, see, feel, taste, and hear things a whole lot better. I wouldn’t be surprised if you could suddenly hear the heartbeat of everything around you.”

Relief crossed Fela’s features. Her hands dropped from her head back to her side. “Oh? Is that all? I hear your heartbeats all the time when we’re close enough.”

“In that case, I think you’ll really want this,” Alyssa said, holding out a square of cloth. A black with white-patterned bandanna from her home. She quickly rolled it up into a thin strip and motioned for Fela to come closer. Dasca complied, letting Alyssa wrap it tightly around Fela’s head, pinning her ears closed enough that hopefully she wouldn’t go crazy from the noise.

That still left her other senses, but there wasn’t much that Alyssa could do about all them.

Fela started to scratch at the bandanna. Alyssa had to swat her hands away. “Trust me. You’ll be happier with it there. Probably…” Shaking her head, she held out the spell card once more. “Here. Tineye. You know how to use spells.”

“You sound weird. And it feels weird,” Fela said, using both paws to grab the piece of paper. “Tineye.”

The moment she spoke, the flames from Fela’s eyes leaped in size and volume, turning into an outright inferno. Bright red embers started sparking off from the main column of fire. The red against black of her eyes turned a far more vibrant shade of red, making Alyssa wonder if her own eyes had changed at all while using the spell.

“Wow,” she said. But the moment she did, she twisted her face into a pained grimace and clapped her paws to her ears.

“Told you,” Alyssa whispered so quietly that she may as well have been mouthing the words.

Even despite that, Fela whipped her head toward Alyssa. She stared for a moment before whipping her head away, staring at something else. From there, she moved on, looking around as fast as was physically possible with her paws over her ears.

“Do you smell the trail?” Alyssa asked in that same quiet whisper.

Fela jerked as if startled, but didn’t stare this time. “Do I?” she said in her own whisper. “I smell everything. The draken had sausages for lunch!”

“You gave them those sausages.”

“Ah yeah. That explains why I smell the same.”

Alyssa gave the hellhound a look, half expecting her to laugh at her joke. But no laugh came. Which made some amount of sense. Laughing at the moment would probably be excruciatingly painful. Keeping her voice quiet, Alyssa tried to get Fela back on track. “It might be hard with everything you’re sensing right now, but try to focus in on the minotaur’s scent if at all possible.”

“Yeah, yeah. I know. I can smell it. It smells so strong that I would have expected the minotaur to be standing right behind me or something.” After giving one suspicious glance straight behind her, Fela shook her head. “But that obviously isn’t the case. Okay! Dasca! Head straight at a decent speed. I’ll tell you when to turn!”

Dasca let out a small trill of acknowledgment, forcing out a wince from Fela.

“And try not to make too much noise,” she said, keeping her paws clamped over her ears. The bandanna really wasn’t doing anything at this point.

But Dasca still started moving. Slowly at first, maybe trying to keep from making too much noise with its movements. When Fela didn’t protest after a few moments, Dasca started picking up the pace. Izsha kept up while Musca trailed just behind. With Izsha right next to Dasca, Alyssa could see the way Fela had her teeth permanently grit together. Her eyes were squeezed shut as well. With the way Tineye increased tactile senses too, she was probably feeling the wind against her skin as needles poking her over and over again.

“You don’t need to push yourself too much,” Alyssa whispered, hoping that Fela wasn’t causing herself harm on account of Alyssa’s desire to move faster. This time, Fela didn’t whip her gaze over to Alyssa. The hellhound just sniffed at the air, keeping her eyes closed and her paws pressed against her ears.

Alyssa decided to keep quiet for the moment. As they got closer and the scent grew more intense, she would insist that Fela turn the spell off. For now, she leaned into the movements of Izsha as Dasca and the other draken picked up the pace even more.

They kept going for a half an hour. Every few minutes, Fela would speak up. “Gradual turn to the left until I say so.” “Wait, too far.” “Okay. Right just a hair then straighten out.” And so on and so forth. Alyssa had been doing her best to keep track of exactly where they were in relation to Illuna, but having already been moving away from the city for a few hours and now the winding and weaving path that Fela was leading them on was making it a bit more difficult than it should have been. There were no real paths or landmarks down here as far as Alyssa was aware. There weren’t any towns until well after the marsh. The roads all went wide to avoid the little rivers. Wagons handled them fairly poorly, it seemed.

Alyssa wasn’t too worried about getting lost out in the middle of nowhere. First of all, Fela and the draken could probably follow their scent all the way back to the city without even needing Tineye. If that failed, a Message to Irulon for a bright flare in the sky would probably work once night fell.

Besides that, she was also trying to spy ahead of them. With her binoculars, she should be able to spot a giant snake well before they actually came across it. But so far, she was coming up empty handed. She had already asked both Brakkt and Rokien as well as had consulted the guild’s book of monsters. An apophis was not a shapeshifter according to all three sources. None mentioned it being able to tunnel either, so Alyssa was fully expecting to be able to see it somewhere.

But even with its size, mountains and even hills were larger. Even a forest would help occlude its form from a distance. In this marshy area, it could easily hide with its body half under the water of the rivery areas. In fact, couldn’t reptiles hold their breath for extended periods of time? It could probably find any lake or river and completely submerge for as long as was needed to hide. Which would probably obscure it from Fela’s sense of smell even more than usual.

Two hours after had them still following the trail. Fela’s arms were down at her sides, no longer keeping her ears pressed flat against her head. The bandanna was still there and doing its job, so she must have gotten used to it enough to stand the extra senses with only that as protection. Her eyes were open, but just barely. They looked closed, but she must have been squinting because some small flames escaped from the corners of her eyes.

They were about out of the marsh at this point. Or rather, the land was still wet, but the little rivers were smaller, more like streams than rivers, and the islands were a whole lot larger. There were still almost no trees around but lots of other smaller plants. With how flat the land was, it gave her a crystal clear view of everything except what they were actually looking for.

“We are headed in the right direction, right?” Alyssa asked, still keeping her voice as quiet as possible.

“The smell is way stronger now than it was earlier. And I didn’t even think that was possible. An hour ago, it smelled like we were right on top of them. Now, we’re like… inside them?”

“And you are following the right smell, right? Didn’t get confused with the overwhelming senses?”

Fela opened her eyes fully to shoot a glare at Alyssa. “Please,” she said dismissively. “I know my way around tracking by scent. And… phew.” She waved a hand in front of her face, gagging a bit as she closed her eyes. “I think we just passed a plotting ground from one of them, if you understand what I mean. A recent one too. Been smelling it coming for a while, but wasn’t ready for that.”

Alyssa grimaced, glad she hadn’t activated the spell as well. She had been thinking about it, but…

Movement in the distance stalled her thoughts. “Did you—” she started, only to get interrupted by Fela.

“I think that hill just moved.”

A hill moving was definitely what Alyssa had seen. Except… “That’s no hill,” she said, voice serious as she pulled out her spell cards, making sure that Fractal Lock was right at the top. Fela, naturally, did not understand her little joke. If only Kasita had been here.

Then again, she probably shouldn’t be making jokes in a situation like this. If she was just a little too slow, that thing could swallow all three of them whole. Or simply roll over them if it wasn’t hungry. The nerves must be getting to her.

Still, Fractal Lock should work…

Hopefully she wouldn’t need to use it. She was sure they could just talk this out if given the opportunity.

A thought struck her. On thing she had neglected to ask Brakkt or Rokien and had simply assumed…

Could an apophis speak? Draken couldn’t. And the harpy she had encountered outside Teneville hadn’t seemed to speak. But Pho the honey bee and Rokien with his bovine head could speak despite neither of them having human-like mouths.

Talking things out could be a whole lot more difficult if it couldn’t talk back.

The draken had slowed to a stop entirely of their own accord. Even Musca seemed a bit cowed by the size of the thing. It was still a good deal off in the distance, but… if it was long enough, it could probably loop back around, getting right in their faces while appearing to be off in the distance.

Alyssa started looking around, feeling far more threatened by the thought of the unknown rather than the part of the snake in the distance. “Get us away from these river segments,” Alyssa said, pointing forward. The canals were smaller now than they had been a distance ago, but she couldn’t tell exactly how much room the apophis would need to stay hidden.

“Something is coming. I can feel the ground through Dasca.”

“Stay calm. Don’t panic. Don’t act aggressive. But try to figure out from which direction.”

“Uh… I… think there isn’t much need for that.”

Alyssa whipped her head toward Fela, only to stop and gaze upward.

Green-hazel slit pupils stared down at her, each at least as big as her arm was long. A thin tongue flicked out from a head the size of a minivan, cracking the air as it darted up and down to taste the air. But it froze halfway back in. It froze completely solid. And not just the tongue, but the entire snake.

It took Alyssa to realize what happened. She glanced down at the deck of cards in her hand, knowing that if she counted, it would be missing one Fractal Lock.

“Oops.”
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                The apophis was… long. Really long. About as long as a freight train…

Though given that freight trains could have a variable number of cars, that probably wasn’t a very good descriptor. Regardless, it was far larger than Alyssa would have expected after hearing Rokien’s statement about it being able to fit into a hut. Yet it wouldn’t reach even a quarter of the distance from the monster camp to the city as Brakkt had suggested. It did seem longer than the shed skin, though a bit smaller in width and height. Perhaps the skin had expanded a bit after or during the shedding process.

The shed skin hadn’t been a very good indicator of what the apophis actually looked like. Yes, the shape had been roughly the same. A long tube, essentially, as snakes were wont to be. The head of the shed skin hadn’t looked anything like the head of a real snake. It had been the section most destroyed by the shedding process. Probably because the actual snake had to move through it to get out of its own skin.

Given that this was a magical world and that this was a monster, Alyssa had expected something exotic in the coloration of the apophis. Fanciful neon colors or something. Save for the eyes, which were almost nuclear green speckled with darker hazel, the apophis had relatively… dull colors. Earthy tones. It was predominantly brown with some dark forest green pattern along its back. The pattern wasn’t anything regular. It looked as if some giant hand had dripped a dark green liquid all along its spine, letting the liquid drip down the sides at random spots. Its belly did have a bit brighter green color in a regular diamond pattern, but Alyssa could only see that up at the front of the snake where it was still reared up in the air, ready to strike.

At least, she thought it was ready to strike. With Fractal Lock keeping it frozen in time, it was a bit hard to tell. It could have just been looking at them, or it could have been preparing to greet them. She wouldn’t know for a good twelve hours. Theoretically, she could Desecrate Spells, but if she did so, she might do some serious damage to the apophis in the process. She didn’t want to kill it. Even if it had been attacking her, it was probably only because she had been following after it, chasing it down.

Probably the only reason it hadn’t killed them right away had been the presence of the draken and Fela. Seeing monsters might have confused it. Because it had definitely been poised to crush them all, but it had hesitated long enough for Fela to notice it and for Alyssa to lock it into place.

“Still can’t believe it got so close without me noticing,” Fela said, voice in a normal volume. She had ended the Tineye spell, citing a growing headache. The bandanna was still on her head, but she had pulled her ears out, making her look like she was just wearing it for the fun of it.

At the moment, her head was craned back completely to stare at the apophis’ head.

“You said something was coming.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t think it was that close.” Fela shook her head, looking to Alyssa. “I mean, I could hear something and feel it in the ground, but…”

“You hadn’t used that spell before. It probably sounded like it was right on top of you, but you were mentally adjusting that to being far away, but then it… wasn’t. I’m more surprised the draken didn’t notice.”

“I’m not. The apophis was actually really quiet, especially with everything else that was going on. I really only felt it through the ground. And I don’t think I would have been that sensitive to the trembling ground without the spell.”

Alyssa raised an eyebrow. She wasn’t surprised that she hadn’t noticed anything. She was human with human senses. Draken must rely more on their sense of smell than their hearing. Now that she thought about it, she wasn’t at all sure how good their hearing actually was. Did lizards in general have good hearing? She honestly didn’t know.

“What about the minotaur?” They had some time until the apophis came out of stasis. Nothing bad would happen to it for a while. Unless a moderately high ranked arcanist happened along, nothing could happen to it. Might as well use that time for something. “Is the scent strong enough to follow from here?”

“Oh yeah. Real close. I think our minotaur was riding on the snake thing until recently. Hard to say exactly though. Your spell is kind of messing with everything about the snake, but the air around it is still the same.”

“Alright. Lead the way.”

They took off once more. Fela started out directing the draken as she had before encountering the apophis, but that only lasted for a few minutes. The draken started following her directions before she actually voiced them. Catching on to that, Fela’s directions became more and more sparse. The scent must have gotten strong enough that they had no problem following it on their own.

In the distance, near the apophis’ tail, they found the subject of their search.

“Lueta? Lueta?”

Alyssa heard the voice well before she actually saw the minotaur. He clearly had the same voice as his brother, the same low timbre. Had she not been expecting to find Rokien’s brother after finding that axe, she would have thought that he had somehow made his way out here.

“Lueta?” Rokien’s brother called again.

His name was… Worrik, if Alyssa remembered correctly. They weren’t anywhere near Lueta, the apophis. It must have been around earlier, but it had clearly been traveling inside the little canals of the marshland. There were no real tracks otherwise. Either that or it had a way of disguising how it was traveling. Something Alyssa found extremely unlikely given its size.

Upon actually spotting the minotaur, it didn’t take long to discover just why he kept calling for Lueta. He was tall. Much taller than Alyssa were she off Izsha’s back, but not nearly so large as Rokien. He had the same bovine head, but his eyes were hidden by a scrap of cloth. A blindfold.

Rokien hadn’t mentioned his brother being blind. It must have been a recent development.

Apart from his blindness, he didn’t seem to be in poor condition. With the rough body of a human—though quite a bit larger and far more muscular, Alyssa felt like she could accurately tell his condition. He wore what looked like a brown tank top, though it was far more likely to have been a full shirt of some sort. The shoulders looked torn rather than designed that way. In fact, looking closer, the blindfold may have come from shirt. He did have a few scars covering his bare arms, but they looked older. There wasn’t any blood on his clothes either.

“Worrik?” Alyssa tried, hoping that she was getting the name correct.

The minotaur jumped a good five feet into the air, turning toward Alyssa as he did so. Though the turn wasn’t perfect. He was facing a bit too far to one side. Though he didn’t stay facing one direction. His head swung from side to side as if trying to see where the sound had come from. His cow-like ears were wiggling like crazy. Trembling? The trembles didn’t stop there. His hands were shaking slightly. Even his legs didn’t look steady.

“W-Who’s there?” he asked, voice shaking about as much as his hands were. “Lueta? Wha-What did you do to Lueta?”

“I’m a friend of Rokien,” Alyssa said, hoping that a familiar name would help to calm him. She felt a bit guilty about startling him like that. Being blind, especially if he was used to sight until very recently, it had to be terrifying to be approached out in the middle of nowhere. Doubly so if he knew that he and the apophis had been followed out here.

According to Tenebrael, there was a large cave somewhere out here. The exact location had been too hard to communicate. The apophis had turned it into a lair recently while trying to decide on a course of action. Today, they might have been out hunting for food. A snake the size of the apophis probably required quite a bit of sustenance.

The incident with the dead bounty hunters had been a scouting journey, trying to get a grasp of what was going on with the other monsters and the humans. According to Tenebrael, again. Though Alyssa wouldn’t be surprised to find out that Tenebrael had only given her the cliff notes and not bothered with the full story.

However, her comment did not seem to have the intended effect. The minotaur stiffened, back going ridged. “H-How do you know that name?”

“Well, he told us. And he told us your name too, Worrik. We’re here to—”

“There is a human among you,” he said, smelling the air in a great snort. “My brother would never have told a human his name.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together. At the moment, she was ignoring the latter half of what Worrik had said, focusing on the first part. He… smelled me? Did cows have a good sense of smell? Was that a monster thing? Did everything have a better sense of smell than humans did? In a world like this, she wondered why humans had evolved the same as they had on Earth. It seemed as if some enhanced senses would have helped them to compete with the monsters around. As it was, it was a wonder that some of the monsters hadn’t risen as the dominant species. Like hellhounds, for instance. Perhaps there was some factor that Alyssa was missing. Hellhounds, for all she knew, might have minuscule birth rates compared to humans.

“Your brother came to humans for help,” Alyssa said, focusing back on Worrik’s actual concern. “So far, he has received the help that he needs. As have others that were run out of their home. Fezzik, Iona, Adelheid, Hersh… I can name about half the monsters in the camp, all of whom are being well taken care of. Or, to be more accurate, they are taking care of themselves, just using the humans in the city as protection. Some are even working alongside the humans. Fezzik is helping to guard the city against demons. A few others are assisting guards as well in various capacities. Gremlins are running all around in the markets, working as carpenters, cooks, and even various smiths.

“I… don’t know if you can see us. We’re a human, a hellhound, and three draken.”

“It’s true,” Fela chimed in. “You can trust these humans. This one saved me from torture at the hands of other humans. She’s… really strong,” she said with no small amount of awe in her voice as she looked over to Alyssa.

For her part, Alyssa decided to ignore the hellhound’s adulations. She still didn’t know exactly what the imprinting Kasita mentioned was all about. She wasn’t even sure that Kasita knew.

“Lueta. What… What happened to Lueta? What did you do with Lueta?”

“Lueta is fine. The apophis is just… frozen in time for a bit? Twelve hours to be exact. It will be completely unharmed when the spell ends. Though it might be confused about the sky turning dark and all of us disappearing.”

If the apophis hadn’t been about to attack, Alyssa felt a little bad. Confused might be putting it lightly. She hoped that they could gain some trust with the apophis. Worrik might be able to help with that if they could convince him that they were being honest. Still, using a spell on the apophis had to have hurt their first impressions.

Sighing, and wishing that Kasita were here to help with relations instead of keeping an eye on the Yora guys, Alyssa made a small gesture toward Fela. The hellhound understood almost immediately. Spring in her hindquarters, she jumped from Dasca’s back and landed on the ground. It was a hard landing. Hard enough to make Worrik jump again.

“What—”

“Look,” Fela said as she bounded up to him, clearly not choosing her words carefully. She clasped both paws around his hand, gripping hard enough that he couldn’t escape, but not enough to harm him. “See? Furry paws? I’m a monster. And look at this!” She took his hand and pressed it up against her wrist for a moment before moving it up to her neck. His hands were quite a bit larger than she was. Fela was strong, but she was the size of a regular human. If he so chose, Worrik could easily crush her throat. “No chains,” Fela said, oblivious to the possible danger. “You better believe us now.”

Her tone of voice was hardly the reassuring tone that Alyssa would have liked, but not everyone could have Kasita’s tact, she supposed. Though it wasn’t like Alyssa could claim that she was much better.

Worrik quickly pulled his hands back to himself the second Fela let go. As he did so, Alyssa let her own hands drop to her sides, glad she hadn’t needed to burn another Fractal Lock to keep Fela safe.

But, despite the harsh words, Fela apparently had the right idea. Worrik mostly calmed down. The tension in his arms and shoulders remained, but he did warm up to a conversation. Alyssa did her best to fully explain the situation. As much as she knew, anyway. From when Rokien and his group of monsters arrived at the city all the way up to when she set out looking for them. She made sure to mention as many names as possible when referring to the other monsters, hoping that her familiarity with them would help set Worrik even further at ease.

For a while, she didn’t ask any questions, not wanting to frighten him off by seeming like an interrogator. But any time he did speak up during her explanation, she let him talk as much as possible. He didn’t usually talk for long, but it let Alyssa learn a few things. For one, minotaurs apparently didn’t eat meat much at all despite Worrik being a hunter. It had just been his job at the farm they lived on. It made Alyssa wish that she still had some granola bars left. But those had been gone for months. Most of the supplies she had brought with her were dried meat. Grains and vegetables just weren’t that great of supplies for short trips like the one she was on. Though she did have a small roll of plain bread. Mostly just for some variety.

Digging that out of her pack, she offered it to Worrik. With him having been out and about ever since his community had been destroyed, he probably hadn’t even had bread in recent weeks.

Though he seemed wary, Worrik ate the roll after a few cautious sniffs.

Lots of nose usage among the monsters today, Alyssa noted with some amusement. Her amusement vanished when she heard a few muffled sobs coming from Worrik. Even though he still had that blindfold covering his eyes, small streams of water ran down his bovine cheeks, wetting his face. Alyssa tensed up immediately, fearing that something had been wrong with the bread.

“Are you alright?” Alyssa asked, standing from the wooden log that Izsha had dragged over for her to sit on—the islands in the marsh were still quite wet, too wet to comfortably sit on

“You got this from Carmilla, didn’t you?” he asked, still choked up. “I haven’t had bread like this in so long. I… I didn’t believe you. But this…”

Alyssa pulled up short, not having a proper answer to that. She didn’t know anyone by that name, though judging by the fact that Worrik was bringing it up, it was probably someone from the monster camp. She had gotten the bread in the town market. Maybe the shop had a monster working at it? Or maybe it was just similar enough to something he was used to that he thought he recognized it.

“I’m sorry,” he said after another moment. “I’m a mess. My brother would be ashamed.”

“I doubt that. He would be happy to know that you’re alright. Though…” Alyssa’s eyes flicked up to his blindfold. She wanted to ask about the incident still, but there probably wasn’t all that much point in asking. She had already pieced together most everything that had happened with the bounty hunters. All she was really missing was a motive, though she had several good guesses for that subject. For now, what she really wanted to know involved Worrik himself. “It is fine if you don’t want to answer, if the subject is uncomfortable, but can you tell me what happened to your eyes?”

Rokien hadn’t mentioned his brother being blind. And based on her earlier assumption that it was a recent incident, Rokien probably didn’t know.

It might be none of her business. But if it had been humans that did it—especially if it had been the bounty hunters—she felt that it might be good to hear about it sooner rather than later.

To her surprise, Worrik didn’t stop and hesitate for a moment. He just nodded his head and started talking.

“Lueta and I were out on a long hunting trip. They usually take a few weeks. Lueta usually eats a good half of what we catch.”

Alyssa nodded. Given the size of the apophis, that sounded perfectly reasonable.

“It was a good hunt. Lueta kills the animals and then I sling them over her back. Roping them together, I can keep them from falling off as we make our way back to the village. But this time, when we got back…”

This time he did trail off. He just sat, head down and breathing slowly.

“The village was empty?” Alyssa tried after a few long minutes of no response.

“Empty?” He shook his head. “Destroyed. There were… bodies. Fire still burning. Smoke covering the entire place… I… I rushed off, leaving Lueta, I went home to try to find my brother. But he wasn’t there. There were… humans there. Lueta made it to me in time to save me, but…” One hand went up to touch his blindfold. It stayed there for a minute, almost as if he were trying to decide whether or not to remove it. Eventually, he let his hand drop back into his lap with the blindfold still in place.

So it had been part of the original attack. Alyssa had to wonder if the humans had deliberately waited until Lueta was out of the village before attacking. They might have had a way to deal with her. At the same time, it was probably far easier to force the monsters out with Lueta gone. Although most had recovered, there were a few monsters that were still physically injured from that time. The worst of whom was one poor insectoid that was missing its wings. That was basically like missing both legs as far as it was concerned.

She didn’t know how many had been psychologically impacted by it. Most seemed to be fine, more or less. Especially the younger gremlins who she tended to have a decent amount of interaction with. But some had to be hurting. And Alyssa highly doubted that there were therapists on this world, let alone in the monster camp.

“About Lueta,” Alyssa said, hoping the change in subject wasn’t too obvious. “It will still be a few hours before she gets back to normal, but do you think you might help keep her from trying to kill us before we can explain everything? Just a familiar voice would help out a lot.”

“My brother… Rokien. Can I not see him?”

Fela opened her mouth. Alyssa just knew that she was going to say something about the way Worrik phrased that and smacked her before she could say anything. “We can, but not until Lueta gets back to normal. Leaving it frozen out in the marsh would surely be confusing and alarming.”

“Lueta is a decent tracker. She can follow us wherever we go.”

That’s what worries me. “Better to not have a giant apophis rushing toward the human city without someone nearby. Especially if she thinks that you were captured by humans. That’s bound to end poorly for someone, human or monster. As soon as we get everything straightened out, we’ll head straight to him. Does that sound alright.”

“He’s really alive, right?”

“Yes. Yes he is.”
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                Waiting for the Fractal Lock to end was a lot more nerve wracking than Alyssa felt it should be. She had neglected to look at her phone immediately after starting the spell, so she didn’t know the exact time she had cast it. Even with that, Fractal Lock wasn’t a perfect twelve hours. Just close enough. So Alyssa had started a small camp fire in the middle of the island nearest to Lueta. Partially for the light. Night had just fallen a shot while ago. But mostly, it was to try to dry off a bit. For as much as she had kept to the islands, she still felt… damp. Not wet, just damp.

It was probably the humidity in the air.

Regardless, the fire helped. Dasca and Izsha had worked together to drag over a fairly large log from some felled tree. Musca took great joy in crushing it underfoot, enough so that Alyssa had some chunks of wood to act as logs. The crushing process produced some tinder. A burst of magic got the flames actually going.

Alyssa spent the time conversing with Worrik. In the past ten hours, she had heard more about life in the monsters’ farm than she had in all her time with the monsters at the actual camp. They had carved out a place to live inside a supposedly haunted forest to avoid discovery. It had apparently gone unnoticed for almost three decades. Thirty years of just living out in the middle of nowhere. A deep well, dug by some mole-like monster that Alyssa hadn’t noticed with the main group, supplied them with water. The ground, once cleared of trees, had provided plenty of space to grow crops. They even had stolen a few chicken for eggs and meat, though Worrik didn’t usually partake.

A failure in crops wiped out most of their stockpiled food. They had already been in dire straits before the village had come under attack. That was the incident that Volta had wanted help with. Alyssa had to wonder if she had been a bit quicker to deliver all that, if she could have made a difference had she arrived before the attack. Or if she would have been caught up in it and killed before being able to react. Both minotaurs painted a picture of a sudden and horrifying ambush, even though Worrik had missed the actual incident.

Of course, Alyssa would never have predicted just how long they were going to stay in Illuna. And after Izsha got… injured, they hadn’t really been able to make a big caravan supply trip down. By that point, it might have been too late anyway given that the monsters had arrived not long after and they had been traveling for some time at that point.

Hearing about the actual failure of the crops from Worrik, Alyssa now had to wonder if that hadn’t been part of the ambushers’ design. If they had used magic or some subtle poison to abort the crops, they would face a weaker, hungrier force of monsters. And it had the added side effect of forcing Lueta and Worrik to go hunting far more often than they had been used to.

The conversation wasn’t wholly one-sided. Alyssa talked a lot more about life in Illuna. She spoke at length of Rokien, mostly. Peppered into her conversation were a number of comments about others that Alyssa knew well. Or well enough. Any time Worrik showed interest in one of them, Alyssa would expand a bit on what they were doing, such as telling the tale of how Iona wound up working at a human pie shop or, as she was doing currently, talking about how she first met the draken.

“You said that Lueta sometimes let you ride on its back.”

“She’s a bit prideful. Doesn’t let me do it much. In fact, these past few weeks have probably made up the majority of all the time I’ve actually ridden on her.”

“I don’t know how fast an apophis can move, but the first time I was on Izsha, it took off at such a high speed that I thought I was going to die. I thought I was going to fall off and tumble or smack into something overhanging and lose my head. Now I’m much more at ease. Riding Izsha is relaxing more than anything. At least it is when we’re not riding toward some vital emergency.”

“I can’t say the same about Lueta,” Worrik said. “I feel like I’ll fall off all the time too. I’m just not built for riding on her back. I prefer my hooves flat against the ground.”

Blinking, Alyssa glanced down. Sure enough, there were a pair of hooves right in front of her, flickering in the campfire’s light. How had she not noticed that before? She supposed it had to do with her not staring at random people’s feet all that much. The body of a man but the feet of a cow? Still seemed slightly strange, but hardly stranger than Kasita or Fela.

“Besides, it’s Lueta,” Worrik continued, not able to see Alyssa’s glance to his feet. “Even ignoring the fact that it is somewhat strange to ride around on a friend’s back, she’s… I don’t know much about how you humans act around your royalty, but Lueta seems like a queen. I could never be comfortable riding around with her. And she is prideful enough that I don’t think she is happy with the situation either. I guess I’m just thankful that she hasn’t left me behind yet, useless as I am.”

This time, Alyssa glanced over to Izsha. She thought of the draken as a friend, but… Was it actually strange to use it as a mount? She remembered having similar thoughts back when she first encountered the draken. Not that she thought of Izsha as a friend then, but simply that she found it odd that sentient, sapient beings would consent to having humans ride around on them all the time. But in the time since, she had effectively forgotten about such thoughts, coming to accept their current relationship as being the norm.

And if Izsha didn’t have any complaints, she supposed that she wouldn’t raise any objections to the status quo.

“I don’t think you’re useless. And I doubt your brother does either. At the very least, you’re helping to facilitate communications between us and monsters. Specifically Lueta, in this case. Without you… things might not have gone so well. Or wouldn’t go so well in the future.”

Worrik didn’t respond. Despite trying to be positive, it seemed as if she had killed the conversation.

Alyssa glanced up to the apophis, deciding to let Worrik have a moment to his thoughts rather than try to restart their little talk. They were close enough to keep an eye on the giant snake, but far enough away that it hopefully would not be able to crush them—accidentally or otherwise—without Alyssa having some warning. Fela had taken up the job of sitting there and watching it without talking or otherwise getting distracted, ready to call out at the slightest movement of the apophis. A job that Alyssa wasn’t positive that they needed. It wasn’t blind as Worrik was. With the distance between it and their little camp, it should have more than enough time to recognize the situation for what it was. A friendly chat.

Still, Fela had taken to the task with zeal. Alyssa hadn’t noticed the flames at the sides of her face winking out for more than the occasional blink. Which Alyssa found somewhat surprising given the hellhound’s propensity for sleep rivaled that of Irulon.

Finding nothing had changed with Lueta, Alyssa pulled out her phone and checked the time. Twelve hours had just passed a few minutes ago, based on her best guess of when she had actually cast the spell, so it should be any moment now.

“Have you—”

Alyssa didn’t get to finish her question. Fela made an alarmed noise in the back of her throat, which made Alyssa whip her head toward the apophis.

Its tongue was back in its mouth and its whole head had turned. The slit-pupils of its eyes were locked right on the flames of their camp.

Standing, Alyssa’s hand gripped the cards that were already in her hand just a little tighter. It was an involuntary motion. She tried to keep her arms lax at her sides to appear as if she wasn’t ready to cast a bunch of spells. She hadn’t set them down for even a moment since setting up the camp. All in preparation for now.

“Lueta just woke,” Alyssa said softly, hoping that she wouldn’t have to use any of the cards. Having not planned for an extended trip, she was essentially out of supplies. If she had to Fractal Lock the apophis again, she would have to head back to Illuna for both backup and extra supplies. Because of another twelve hour time limit before needing to get back, she doubted she would get much sleep in that event.

Worrik got to his feet alongside Alyssa, towering over her with the motion. He turned to face Lueta as well, though… well, he almost turned in the right direction.

“Lueta?” Worrik said. He spoke in the same worried tone that he had used when Alyssa first encountered him, though the tension in the back of his throat had lessened. “Lueta? Are you alright?”

The apophis could not speak, Alyssa had learned. At least not English. Its mouth and vocal chords just didn’t allow it. Before learning that, a part of her had expected the apophis to be able to speak, but with cartoonishly drawn out ‘S’ sounds.

Instead, what Alyssa got was an earth-rumbling growl, much like the sound an angry cat might make if the bass were turned up to max. She could feel it reverberating in her very bones. A cold sweat started down her spine in spite of herself.

“It’s alright,” Worrik quickly said. “I’m fine. They haven’t hurt me.”

The sharp green eyes turned along with Lueta’s head, scanning Fela first before moving on to Alyssa. It stared for a long moment before a low hooting noise came from its mouth. This one wasn’t a growling. It was more like… the sound of someone gently blowing over the top of a glass bottle. That hooting whistle, except much louder and deeper in tone.

Alyssa honestly had no idea what it meant. The growl had been fairly self-evident. It had been a threatening warning noise. This was something completely different, lasting for a good three seconds before trailing off.

“You were under a spell,” Worrik said. Alyssa didn’t know if he knew what Lueta was saying, whether this was some Han Solo speaks Wookie situation or if he was just better at reading what Lueta intended to say sort of how Alyssa could read Izsha to get an idea of what the draken was thinking. “It put you to sleep for a few hours so that we could talk. If they wanted to kill you, I’m sure they would have tried while you were sleeping.”

That wasn’t quite accurate, but Alyssa wasn’t about to correct him if it helped their case at the moment.

Lueta’s head, which had drifted toward Worrik while he was speaking, snapped back to Alyssa.

“We’re not here to hurt you,” Alyssa said, feeling like she was being addressed now. She raised her voice, not shouting, but projecting. Worrik’s voice was much louder as well. Whether that was because of the fifty or so feet between them or because an apophis’ hearing worked differently didn’t matter. Since he had done so, so would she. “Rokien sent us to find you. The spell was a reflex, honestly. I didn’t actually mean to cast it, but felt it worked out well enough to allow us some time to better situate ourselves for a conversation.”

The great snake slithered closer. Only a few feet, but it was enough for Alyssa to tense. It was amazing how little movement Alyssa felt underneath her feet considering the size of the thing moving toward her. Some of that might be thanks to them being separated from it by one of the marsh’s little rivers. But even without the vibrations she felt like she should have felt, it was still a terrifying sight to see a giant snake moving closer. Fela didn’t hesitate to crouch down like she was coiling her muscles for a pounce. All three draken were on their feet. The only one who didn’t look tense was Worrik.

Lueta apparently noticed, slowing right away as it narrowed its eyes. Once again, it made the air-over-bottle noise, though this time it was much sharper and quicker.

Alyssa, without taking her eyes off the apophis, turned her head toward Worrik. “What did that mean?”

Worrik hesitated a moment before turning almost to Alyssa with a shrug. “I’m not sure.”

So not a wookie situation then. That wasn’t a good thing. In a situation like this, she would have much preferred the certainty of at least knowing what was said. Even if the apophis or Worrik had a habit of lying, it would have at least given her something to work from. Having just a sound that Alyssa couldn’t even assign an emotion to was not enough for even a shoddy dialog to take place.

“Any guesses?” Alyssa tried, hoping to get somewhere.

“Maybe irritation?”

“At having a spell cast on it?” Alyssa could understand that. Irritated would be putting it mildly if she had a spell cast on her without her permission. But… “As I said,” she said, turning back to the apophis, “I apologize, but you startled me. Perhaps I can find some way to better apologize in the future. For the time being, we really need to… discuss just what to do for now. Worrik wishes to visit his brother, who is currently in the care of the city of Illuna. Along with the rest of the monsters from your community. They are not being harmed, as I’m sure you are aware because of your visit to the city. Which is the real problem. Were it not for that, I would say that you could go right up to the city gates with only causing minor alarm. Now, however, there might be issues with that.”

Alyssa paused. She wasn’t trying to sound threatening or accusatory, but was somewhat worried what she had to say might come out like that anyway. But it was important that the apophis understand that it couldn’t go to the human city. She felt it important that the apophis know why, and… she wanted at least some small assurance that the apophis wouldn’t just run around murdering any humans that it didn’t like. Self-defense was fine. Alyssa had engaged in that more often than she would have liked. Maybe a bit too often… which might make her words somewhat hypocritical.

“You were the one who… dealt with the group of humans outside Illuna, were you not?” She had already posed a similar question to Worrik, only to receive a vague answer about Lueta going off on her own on occasion, usually to try to bring back food for him. Considering how prideful this Lueta was said to be, both from Worrik’s long talks and the few words that Rokien had said about it, that was a surprisingly compassionate thing to do. Though one that really should have been expected of anyone.

The apophis did not respond. It didn’t make another noise. It didn’t move even a hair from where it had perched across one of the small rivers. A chill went up Alyssa’s spine at the thought that its tail might be snaking around to attack her from behind, but she didn’t break eye contact, staring it down just as much as it was staring her down.

Worrik seemed to sense something amiss even with his blindfold. He swung his head from Alyssa to Lueta, nervously clutching at the air. She could see it from the corner of her eyes. For a moment, Alyssa thought he might say something and break the stalemate, but as the minutes went on, he remained quiet.

The tense stand-off continued with Alyssa not daring to even blink for a full five minutes. Because of the aforementioned apophis’ pride, Alyssa sincerely doubted that Lueta would flinch first. It was up to her to make the first move lest this continue until morning.

Taking in a deep breath, closing her eyes for just a moment as she did so, Alyssa spoke. “They were bounty hunters, hired by the ones who destroyed your community to kidnap some survivors of your community. I don’t hold much against you for killing them. You likely resolved a diplomatic incident before it could actually become an incident. But I need to know that this wasn’t just a random killing, that you aren’t out to attack every human you come across. Did you know who those humans were before you decided to attack them?”

The apophis still did not respond. If not for the small movements in its unblinking eyes, Alyssa might have thought that she had accidentally Locked it again.

This was a bad idea, Alyssa thought. She should have taken it slower, conversed over casual matters as she had done with Worrik. But something about the apophis put her on edge. Those nuclear green eyes staring at her made her want to get this over with as soon as possible, to get back to her normal life and leave this apophis to its own devices.

What she wouldn’t give for Brakkt to be with her at the moment. If only he hadn’t run off to check on some infected business. He would have been happy to sit here and chat with the apophis for an extended period of time. Alyssa could have just stood aside and let him take the apophis’ focus, ready to use a Fractal Lock or Annihilator if things had gone sour.

She should have brought Kasita with her. Spying on Yora be damned. Together, they could have—

The apophis moved. Its head bobbed up and down, ever so slightly.

An answer? Had that been an answer? If not for how still Lueta had been during their stare down, she might have thought it was just a small movement. Maybe a stiff breeze higher in the air made it move unconsciously, not that Alyssa actually felt anything. But… no. It was way too large to be blown around by anything but a hurricane. That had to have been an answer. It took her a moment to remember exactly what her question had been. Something about knowing the identities of the bounty hunters beforehand.

Relief flooded Alyssa. It hadn’t been a revenge-driven attack. At least not just a revenge driven attack.

Not only that, but she had gotten an answer. Even if it was a lie, calculated to put its actions into the category of self defense, an answer meant that it was willing to talk. For the first time since Lueta came out from the spell, she felt like they could have some kind of communication.

A hopeful feeling.
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                Even knowing that the apophis hadn’t randomly murdered humans and wasn’t likely to go around randomly murdering humans, taking the apophis back to Illuna was still an iffy idea at best. A gremlin could be easily ignored by the general populace as a quaint curiosity. They were half the size of grown men and not particularly strong either. An apophis hanging around the camp, big enough to easily spot from the farmland north and east of Illuna, would surely start rumors spreading. Not the idle water-cooler rumors either. There would be whispers of the monsters preparing for an attack on the city, using the gremlins to infiltrate and spy or some other such nonsense. And once the city guard started adding in rumors about how a bunch of humans had been murdered just outside the city, plus the lines of inquiry going around on Alyssa and Brakkt’s part about a giant snake, the situation could rapidly deteriorate.

Luckily, Alyssa did have an alternate solution.

After ensuring that Lueta did know about the signs monsters left to direct them and warn them of nearby dangers, Alyssa described Volta, the oasis, and the signs Volta had left around Illuna on the way out. The apophis didn’t seem that pleased with the idea. Without proper communication between them, Alyssa doubted that she would ever find out why. However, she suspected that even with as standoffish as Lueta had been toward the other monsters, it had still considered that community to be its own. Being told to leave probably didn’t sit well with it. Especially while the monsters were still camped around Illuna, potentially putting them in danger that Lueta could help with if it were nearby.

“Though… I don’t know how well you’ll be able to… fit inside. The actual interior of the oasis is quite large.” Maybe not quite large enough for Lueta. “The entrance I know about is… not. Still, Volta should be able to help. Whether that help comes in the form of shelter at the oasis, finding somewhere else you can stay, or even coming up with a plan to let you rejoin your companions at Illuna is something you’ll have to discuss once you get there. If Martin does take my suggestion and offers the monsters a small plot of land away from the city to farm and tend to themselves, I don’t imagine there will be much opposition to you joining up with them.”

“I hope so,” Worrik said softly from Lueta’s back. “It would be sad to have to say goodbye.”

Lueta, of course, didn’t answer. The apophis hadn’t even made the woodwind-style noises much now that it had calmed down. It just silently slithered alongside the draken as everyone headed back toward Illuna. They weren’t going anywhere near the top speed of the draken. Alyssa hadn’t been sure how fast the apophis could go, but it didn’t seem to have a problem keeping up.

“Rokien will probably want to meet with you before you split off to the oasis. Maybe? Probably. He has taken over as the leader of your group of monsters, so that seems like something a leader should do.”

“Still can’t believe my brother is looked to as the leader. He used to call people who tried to organize communities fools. He spent all day out in the forest, chopping trees and hauling the lumber back home.”

“Well he and Fezzik were the only two to step up when we asked to speak with their leader. Fezzik has decided to leave things to Rokien at this point in time though. He helps out the human guards now. Probably to avoid any potential responsibilities of being a leader.”

Worrik chuckled. At least, Alyssa thought it was a chuckle. He had made the noise a handful of times during their conversation. It was a very bovine sort of sound, though not quite a moo. More like a series of low throaty tones? Regardless, he looked off to the darkened horizon. “Fezzik was my brother’s lumbering partner. Not surprised he doesn’t want to lead either. I assume that Gimme is no longer with them?”

Alyssa started to respond, but hesitated.

Black feathers were drifting through the air, almost invisible against the night sky.

She looked back behind her. Finding nothing, she looked forward again.

Alyssa wasn’t surprised in the slightest to find Tenebrael perched on top of Izsha’s head. It was the exact same way she had appeared there so many months ago while they had been out to rescue Oxart. Her legs were crossed and she was leaning forward, elbow on one knee while she rested her chin on her palm. Her bare palm. Her other hand still had that evening-gown glove pulled up past her elbow.

Time was still moving forward, as evidenced by Izsha still jogging along beneath Alyssa. If it were just the draken and Fela, Alyssa wouldn’t hesitate to strike up a conversation with the invisible angel. But with Worrik and Lueta right next to them, new acquaintances who Alyssa did not want to seem insane in front of or give them any other reason to doubt her sincerity, she kept her mouth firmly shut. She did, however, hold up her hands in the shape of a T. Time out.

“Last time,” Tenebrael started in a good-humored melodic voice, “you fell off the relic when time resumed.”

Alyssa still didn’t respond. She simply started glaring.

“Alright. If you insist.” Holding out her ungloved hand, an array of mystic runes popped up in the air around a glowing circle. “Halting entropic progression.”

Ready for it this time, Alyssa didn’t fly forward. A good thing too. She would have cracked her teeth on Tenebrael’s pasty grey knees. It helped that Izsha wasn’t moving as fast this time. She would just have to be careful when time started up again. If it happened unexpectedly, she might still wind up on her back. And this time, she wouldn’t land on a dry desert. She would hit the marsh. It might seem softer with the water and moist soil, but she thought she preferred the dry desert more. It was less of a mess.

Besides, she didn’t want to wind up having to peel off leeches if there were any around.

Keeping the muscles in her lower back tense to avoid such a terrible fate, Alyssa stared up at Tenebrael. “So?” she said. “How have you been?”

“You would not believe Iosefael,” Tenebrael said with an exasperated sigh. “I get that she isn’t used to managing an entire world. Earth is divided up in… Well, not physical segments, but she only has to worry about a fraction of the population back there. The population of Nod is much smaller than Earth, but it is still quite a bit larger than what she is used to over a much larger area. You’d think she would be better at adapting, but centuries of sitting in her little bubble have left her… lacking in adaptive skills.

“And that isn’t even getting into the relics,” Tenebrael said with another sigh. “Iosefael will always prioritize a human soul over any other, which has led to some problems… Lots to clean up. A whole lot more than I expected. But I could complain about Iose’s job performance for hours. I’m sure that’s not what either of us really want to talk about.”

“Don’t we have all the time in the world?” Alyssa said, waving a hand around at the still forms of those around her.

“Not precisely. The Ophanim still turn in the Endless Expanse. What I’m doing right now is a temporary measure, even if your sense of temporal progression doesn’t recognize it that way.”

“In that case, yeah. Don’t care that much about your angelic nonsense.”

“Only the angelic nonsense that matters to you?”

“Only the nonsense that matters to me and my friends.”

“I expect you’ll be wanting to connect to me now?”

Alyssa nodded. “Unless you’re planning on creating bodies for Irulon whenever she needs.”

“Even if I didn’t have Iosefael’s mess to tend to, I am still resuming my former duties of reaping the souls of the deceased. A task that occupies a bit too much time to be on call to answer a mortal’s whimsical prayers.”

“Really? Thought you liked Irulon.”

“Oh I do, it’s just that like is a very relative term. Especially in this context. Besides that, there are limitations to what I can do for a mortal. Best to delegate all that to you.”

Alyssa couldn’t help but frown, wondering if Tenebrael was even trying to break free from those limitations and restrictions. Her programming. It sure didn’t seem like it, but what seemed to be and what actually was could very easily be two different things. In the end, Alyssa doubted it would matter. Tenebrael was an eternal being. Or something close enough to eternal that it didn’t affect Alyssa in the slightest. Long after she was gone, Tenebrael would likely still be drifting aimlessly about, trying to break free of chains that she knew were there but couldn’t even see.

Thinking about it like that, Alyssa felt bad. Pity. Pity for a god-like being that was more trapped than any mortal.

Perhaps I should do more to help her out. To say that she was dismissive and disdainful of the angels she had met would be a lie. She really wasn’t. Though disdainful, she wouldn’t dismiss Adrael. The red-dressed Archangel was too dangerous to simply dismiss. Kenziel she had really only encountered the one time. One and a half? Either way, she hadn’t interacted with that Archangel nearly enough to have formed an opinion of her. Iosefael…

Alyssa might be dismissive and disdainful of Iosefael. In her defense, the angel was rarely useful and had all but admitted to wanting her dead in the past. Maybe that had changed since being brought over to Tenebrael’s side of things, but it was hard to shake that initial impression.

Tenebrael was helpful, sometimes. She was vexing, most of the time. Most everything she did or did not do was veiled behind claims of her programming hindering her. Alyssa had to wonder if the angels had anything like a soul. Could she, as she had tried to do with Izsha, just reach her hands inside Tenebrael and fix whatever was broken?

It hadn’t gone so well on Izsha, but that was Alyssa’s fault. Tenebrael had tried to help. It was Alyssa’s lack of knowledge and experience that kept Izsha from getting back to her feet on the same day it got injured. So perhaps reaching out and trying to rewire an alien god would be a poor idea without at least some mild learning…

But in the future, maybe she should try to do something.

For now, her friends came first. Irulon, specifically.

“Delegating to me,” Alyssa repeated. “But you’re going to show me the ropes, right? You did promise Irulon that you would be at least somewhat active in this issue.”

“At least enough to get you started. Beyond that… I’ll check in on you periodically. If you are struggling, I will dispense some additional wisdom.”

“There’s no one here to impress, you know. You can talk like a normal person.”

Tenebrael harrumphed, crossing her arms. “You’re no fun, you know? Even when we first met, you didn’t treat me with the awe and respect I so deserve.”

Alyssa just rolled her eyes. “When we first met, I was in the middle of fighting for my life. And, frankly, I thought you were just a creepy cosplayer who broke into my house along with your boyfriend who I… uh…”

“Murdered?”

“Was forced to defend myself from.”

“Uh huh.”

Alyssa shot the angel a glare, wondering if helping her out really was a good thing or not. Shaking her head, she decided to focus on the actual matter at hand. “Reconnecting won’t be an issue, will it? Going through that adrift place again…”

“I don’t know exactly what you mean by that, but I don’t see why it would be a problem. You tried to connect three times, successfully connected twice, one of which was entirely on your own. I imagine it will be quite simple this time. Like stepping into a familiar coat.”

Alyssa would never have described a coat as familiar, but she figured that was a moot point. “Alright. Let’s do it then.”

Tenebrael held out her ungloved hand, palm up.

Alyssa’s eyes flicked down to the gloved hand, an action that surely did not go unnoticed, but Tenebrael didn’t comment on it. Reaching forward, Alyssa placed her hand on top of Tenebrael’s. Then she frowned. “Did we hold hands any other time we did this?”

“Can’t hurt, can it?”

“Mhm…”

“I’ll give your soul a little poke. If you need a little assistance, I’ll try calling for you.”

So it wouldn’t be like the time Alyssa had been sitting in front of that demonic ember. That was good to know. That place. Adrift, she called it. It had some kind of effect on her memory and determination. All three of the other times she had entered that place, she hadn’t been prepared. They had all been unexpected. Each subsequent time got easier to… navigate.

The fourth time should be even easier. Especially knowing what she was getting into.

Taking a deep breath, Alyssa steeled herself.

“Alright. Do it.”

Alyssa was… quite sure she knew what was going on as a peaceful calm enveloped her.

Izsha was no longer there. The draken had slipped out from under her. Alyssa hadn’t fallen with it. But the rest of the world had fallen with Izsha. Fela, Dasca, Musca, Worrik, and Lueta were nowhere to be seen. Tenebrael as well was missing. Alyssa could still feel the warmth of her hand on hers. She just didn’t feel her own hand.

She didn’t have a hand. Not anymore. Not in this state.

But she could imagine a hand. And imagination was key. Both previous times she had connected to Tenebrael, she had done so using her imagination. Specifically, she had imagined herself interacting with Tenebrael. This time, she hadn’t forgotten why she was in this state. She recalled perfectly just what it was that she was trying to do.

It wasn’t hard to imagine Tenebrael reaching out for her. Perhaps that was why Tenebrael had held out her hand before starting this whole process, to get it fresh in Alyssa’s mind. As such, it was equally simple to imagine her own hand reaching out for Tenebrael.

The moment the figments of her imagination connected, Alyssa felt it. The warmth of an angel. It wasn’t that intense of a feeling. Possibly because her physical body was still connected to Tenebrael’s physical body—for as much as angels had physical bodies. But the feeling of warmth intensified tenfold.

Gripping that sensation of warmth, Alyssa started trying to find her way back to her own body. To do so, she imagined pinching her own arm. Just a hint of pain pulled her back. Perhaps this whole thing could be thought of as a dream and a pinch was what it took to wake.

Two more pinches had her lurching forward.

Lurching forward in reality.

Her eyes snapped open. She couldn’t see her own eyes, but she could feel that warmth in her. They were glowing again, she knew.

“Did it on my own,” Alyssa said, feeling a bit parched in the throat, but otherwise mostly back to normal.

She was about to ask if it would be possible to get a pair of sunglasses that might not melt if she got a little angry. Losing her last pair had been annoying for more than just hiding glowing eyes from random people on the street. Spending so much time outside in general was a pain without some nice sunglasses.

But Tenebrael wasn’t there anymore. Izsha’s back was empty save for Alyssa. Time had not resumed. She could clearly see that. Izsha was perfectly still, as were all the others. But time was stopped and Tenebrael was gone. Alyssa looked around just to be certain. She didn’t know why Tenebrael might have hidden behind her, but she thought it might have been plausible given angels’ penchants for appearing outside direct line of sight.

With time having been frozen, Alyssa didn’t even know how long it had been since they started the whole adrift thing. Had it taken so long that Tenebrael had to leave to attend to other matters? Had something gone wrong? There was no sign of a battle. No scorch marks on the marshland nor any craters. If Tenebrael got involved with a fight like she had with Iosefael, Alyssa would have expected such remnants.

But everything around her looked completely untouched.

They had connected a few times without any downsides on Tenebrael’s part. So Alyssa shrugged her shoulders and assumed that Tenebrael had just needed to be elsewhere for some divine reason that she probably wouldn’t bother to explain later. Pulling out her phone to try to call the angel, Alyssa found it completely non-responsive. Probably something to do with time being stopped.

She was surprisingly calm about that little issue. Alyssa had a feeling that, using Tenebrael’s power, she would be able to restart time without too much trouble. Probably. But in the event that Tenebrael had left time stopped on purpose, Alyssa hesitated.

Tenebrael might come back. If so, Alyssa still had things to talk about with her. She could try to restart time and just carry on as normal, but decided against it. Just in case Tenebrael did leave things as they were for a reason, Alyssa decided to experiment on something else.

Matter creation. It was what she had to figure out before she could truly help out Irulon.

She wasn’t going to try to make a person at the moment. That seemed a bit complicated. But sunglasses were just a bit of metal and glass. Maybe some plastic thrown in. It sounded simple.

Holding her hands out in front of her, Alyssa started working.
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                Clasping her hands together in front of her, Alyssa closed her eyes and concentrated. She could picture what she wanted. A nice, tight-fitting pair of sports sunglasses. Not goggles, but something that concealed her eyes fully even from the sides. And something that wouldn’t crack or chip easily.

Sunglasses. She had worn them tons of times, donning many different styles over her life. She knew what they looked like. Her mental picture was as perfect as could be.

Pulling her hands apart from each other slowly, she could feel something that hadn’t been there before. A hard lump, hot to the touch, but not quite hot enough to burn her skin. Like a cookie sheet that had been in the oven a few minutes prior, but was just barely able to be held steady while removing the cookies. Unfortunately, it was a lump. The fact that it was a lump told her that she had failed long before the process finished. Even still, Alyssa kept her eyes closed and continued to pull her hands apart until they were about a foot apart.

The lump settled into her hands. Its weight, which had barely felt like anything before, now felt almost as heavy as a bowling ball.

For a moment, Alyssa considered tossing it over her shoulder without even looking at her failure. But that wouldn’t help much. She wasn’t sure if discovering what she had done wrong would help at all, but at least seeing the result might give some clue. Instead of sending it off to join the others, Alyssa opened her eyes.

It looked like a crystal ball. A perfect sphere of clear glass. The exact kind of thing fortune tellers would have sitting on their purple-clothed tables at a carnival.

Aside from being glass, it really had nothing at all to do with sunglasses. The glass wasn’t even tinted. As far as she could tell, there was no metal or plastic in the ball. There was a glow deep within, but it wasn’t a magical glow as far as she could tell. She had seen videos on the internet of glassblowers and this looked just like molten glass straight from a furnace. It didn’t feel that hot, but perhaps the outside had formed first… as… she had pulled her hands apart? That didn’t make much sense, but she really couldn’t explain it otherwise.

It was definitely the most interesting failure she had created, but heavy and quite useless otherwise. Perhaps she could sell it back in Illuna for some quick cash, but that was about all it was worth. A paper weight.

Walking around the frozen marsh, Alyssa moved to the pile of other failures and gently set the glass ball down with the others. A similar ball of metal, though it felt hollow when she knocked against it. A flat strip of flexible metal that might actually come in handy for something. A rod of metal. A rod of glass. A few smaller balls of various materials. And a cancerous amalgam of plastic and… something that she couldn’t quite identify but leaked oily green nastiness all over her hands. She really hoped that one wasn’t toxic or radioactive.

Aside from that last one, which she really wasn’t sure what she should do with, nothing she could create could have more than one material. It seemed, anyway. Without sending the metal and glass off to a laboratory, she couldn’t be sure that they were a uniform substance. But this world didn’t have labs like that, so what she saw was as good as it got.

Even if she could only create one thing at a time, it wouldn’t be that bad. She could create lenses, frames, and even little screws for the joints all separately and simply assemble it all by hand. Unfortunately…

Shapes were another hard thing. She could change the shapes somewhat, as evidenced by her spheres, bars, rods, and strips of metal. Anything more complex than a cone seemed impossible, however. Or, at least, she had yet to succeed with anything that wasn’t a simple shape. Even bent or curved rod like what the ear pieces of glasses didn’t seem that easy. Spheres were the easiest and most common thing she had made.

Which she found extremely strange. It had been a very long time since Alyssa attended a math class. Back in high school would have been the last time. But as far as she knew, a cuboid was an extremely simple structure, mathematically. A sphere was not. A sphere had that whole pi thing to worry about. Then again, considering all the math that Tenebrael had put up on the whiteboard back on Earth, perhaps pi was as simple as two plus two to angelic magic.

Sighing, Alyssa leaned up against Izsha. The draken was still frozen, as was the rest of time. It had taken her a good thirty minutes to discover that, much like interacting with souls, she didn’t seem to need a verbal request to Tenebrael for this matter generation. Which was another strange thing. Souls were one thing that angels naturally interacted with. But even Tenebrael had verbalized her intent to summon fake bodies.

It really felt like there was some rule, some cosmic law that she was ignorant of that would have solved everything. But without Tenebrael here to ask, she had to simply continue fumbling around in the dark.

At least she had finally made something. The first sphere of metal had taken a good hour just to form. Perhaps she could create matter with interesting properties that armor and weapons could be crafted from, even if she couldn’t make a simple pair of sunglasses. She would have to speak with Brakkt and Irulon about fantastical adamantium or mithril or whatever they surely had here.

Unfortunately, creating material was well and good, but it didn’t solve the true issue. Alyssa doubted that Irulon wanted her soul shoved into a spherical lump of uniform flesh. Or a rod of flesh. Or really anything but a humanoid body.

Perhaps it was just practice that she needed. If that were the case, she had a feeling that she would be locking herself away as Irulon had done to practice for hours upon hours a day. But maybe Irulon would have some ideas as to how to improve quicker. Irulon had helped back in Teneville, after all.

And maybe Tenebrael would decide to show up and give some pointers.

For the time being…

It was probably time to get back to Illuna. After spending so much time working on the failed sunglasses, it was quite clear that Tenebrael was not about to return soon.

Glancing to the pile of failures, she wondered if she shouldn’t destroy those before leaving. At least the leaking one. The rest seemed fine. But if that was some radioactive or toxic substance… Tenebrael would cure her, probably. She doubted the same would be true for someone randomly happening across the junk pile.

The big question was how. Annihilator would work, but… Alyssa really needed to stop going to that spell as her first thought for everything. While it was true that it would solve nearly every problem she had come across, it would usually create a million problems in the process. Maybe with time stopped it wouldn’t actually destroy any land.

There was something strange with that, Alyssa had noticed. The marsh wasn’t nearly as… marshy as she would have expected. She wouldn’t say the ground was perfectly hard, but it wasn’t as soft as it should have been. And the water… She had gone over to the edge of the water upon first noticing the strangeness with the ground and ran the tip of her boot through it. It moved out of the way, but only barely. Like pushing through a bowl of honey.

But it did push through. Which meant Annihilator would probably cause some damage.

Instead, Alyssa pulled out several Fireball spells. They weren’t the most destructive things around, but they didn’t necessarily need to be. She really only wanted to burn up the leaking creation. The rest were just metal and glass and she really didn’t care if someone found them.

A ball of burning fire seemed to do the job well enough. Alyssa put four of them into the leaking material and the surrounding area before she was satisfied. Glad it hadn’t been more hardy, she moved over to Izsha. It was a bit awkward hopping on Izsha’s back while time was stopped. Normally the draken did move a bit to help Alyssa get on. She didn’t need the help as much as she used to, but it was still nice. Besides the missing assistance, Izsha was mid-jog, partially up in the air. That more than anything made the process awkward.

Not impossible. Just awkward.

Once on Izsha’s back, Alyssa clasped her hands together. For this one, Alyssa did think she would need a verbal request.

“Tenebrael,” she started. “I don’t know where you went, but leaving me in this stopped time is quite rude, is it not? It violates the natural order of things. Ophanim continue to spin. So too must time continue to turn.”

As with most usages of Tenebrael’s power, an almost holographic diagram of mathematical geometry expanded out before Alyssa’s hands. It grew larger as she spoke, weaving in more lines and forming Enochian script. It grew right up until she finished speaking. With a pulse of additional white-black magic, the pattern vanished.

Alyssa was ready for the lurch forward. It was a bit unpleasant, like her stomach had been left behind, but was otherwise not an issue. It was a good thing that Izsha wasn’t going much faster. It probably would have been even less pleasant.

As they rode forward, no one stopped to look behind them. Fela did sniff at the air a few times, glancing around as she did so, but she didn’t comment. After a few moments of riding forward, she seemed to ignore it. That was probably the fireball and residue, but she didn’t look over to Alyssa. And Alyssa didn’t call attention to what she had been doing. There just was no point. Especially not with Lueta and Worrik with them.

“I see,” Worrik said, tone somber.

Alyssa blinked twice, confused. “Sorry?”

“It’s fine. I expected it. Your condolences aren’t necessary.”

Alyssa blinked three times, trying to figure out what he was talking about and wondering if she should ask. With how serious he sounded, he must have been talking about something that meant a lot to him. Coming out and admitting that she had no idea what was going on would possibly hurt the tenuous rapport she had built up. Alyssa decided to keep her mouth shut and hope that the conversation, if that was what this counted as, moved on.

It didn’t. But it didn’t start up again either. Which Alyssa was also fine with.

Though Lueta kept glancing in her direction. Every other slither seemed to involve its head twisting around and those nuclear green eyes facing toward Alyssa. It took a few moments for her to realize what it was staring at. “Just a spell that helps me to see in the dark,” she said, not really caring to go in-depth on talking about Tenebrael. Lueta didn’t say anything, because it couldn’t talk, but it did nod. Since it stopped glancing back, she figured it accepted that as a good a reason as any for her suddenly glowing eyes.

They continued on. The draken and Lueta were making good time for all that they weren’t sprinting across the land. Alyssa didn’t do much in the way of directing their movements, trusting the draken to be able to follow their own scent back to the city.

Although it took a while, Illuna’s silhouette eventually popped up on the horizon, standing out only because of the rings that surrounded this planet. The morning was still a way off. Thankfully. It gave Alyssa a chance to direct Lueta back behind a hill hopefully without being seen by the city guards on watch. Martin would be extremely disappointed if she caused a panic for no good reason.

But reuniting Worrik and Rokien seemed like a pretty good reason even if it caused a minor panic.

Directing both Worrik and Lueta to remain hidden for the time being, Alyssa, Fela, and the draken headed off toward the monster camp. On the way to the city, she had been thinking about leaving Lueta behind, heading into camp with Worrik, and then coming back with Rokien just so the two could meet. But shortly before actually spotting the city, she had changed her mind. First and foremost, leaving Worrik with Lueta might help convince the giant snake that she didn’t have any ill intents. Secondly…

“Rokien,” Alyssa whispered, poking her head into one of the larger tents inside the camp. “Rokien?”

Her second call was a bit louder. It was that second call that got a disturbed snort in the darkness. It was nearly pitch black inside the tent, but Alyssa could still see the large form of Rokien rise up on his cot, silhouetted in the faint light Alyssa was letting in at the tent’s entrance. “Who is there?” he barked out.

“It’s me. Alyssa,” she said, adding her name just in case he was feeling a little too groggy to remember her by her voice.

His hand, which had been reaching for the axe on the floor, slowed. “Alyssa? What? I didn’t recognize you with your eyes like… What are you doing here?”

“I was out looking around outside Illuna and came across something you might find interesting.” Alyssa was deliberately being vague, not wanting to cause a loud scene this late into the night by mentioning his brother by name. She could only imagine that he would get a lot louder. Rightfully so, but not something she wanted him to do if they could help it.

“Now?” he said, slumping his shoulders. “It’s still dark out.”

“Observant, aren’t you? But seriously, you’ll want to come for this.”

“Is this an emergency?”

“Not a dangerous one.”

Despite the darkness, she could see him considering rolling over and going back to bed. It was a feeling that she could empathize with. How many times had she been woken up early in the morning for something she hadn’t wanted to do? But for this…

“Can I have a minute?”

“Yeah. Just meet me down at the southern side of the camp when you’re ready.”

Leaving him behind to take care of whatever he needed to take care of, Alyssa rejoined Fela and the draken. They were hanging out with a guard who wasn’t all that happy being disturbed this late in the morning. It wasn’t that he was sleeping or not paying attention to his job. Just the opposite. A bunch of monsters showing up out of nowhere was distracting him. And slightly unnerving him. As a regular guard of the camp, he wasn’t unused to monsters. It was the fact that Alyssa had shown up at all that was making him wonder if there wasn’t something to worry about. Normally, Alyssa would have been concerned about herself showing up unexpectedly as well. She was something of a harbinger of problems.

But tonight, she wasn’t approaching with problems.

Rokien showed up after a few moments, large axe in hand as if he were expecting trouble. Alyssa thought about telling him that it was unnecessary, but decided against it. It wouldn’t hurt anything and would probably make him feel safer. In the event that they did run into any trouble, it would certainly come in handy.

“Ready to go?”

“Go? Where are we going?”

“Just a short trip out of camp to meet up with someone.”

“Someone?”

“Nothing to worry about. I imagine you’ll be interested in meeting with them as well… You don’t have a problem with that, do you?” she said, adding the last part on with a look to the guard.

The guard just shrugged. “No orders to stop anyone from leaving.”

“Good.”

“He might not,” Rokien said, “but Alyssa… I do trust you—you haven’t given me a reason not to—but this is all… irregular.”

“Yeah. And I apologize for that. But… Well… let’s just get out of camp before I mention what this is really about.”

“Alright,” he said with only a small amount of resignation in his tone.

Though he moved with some trepidation, Rokien followed along. He moved on foot—the minotaur was just a little to large to ride on a draken, not that Musca would let him ride along at all. They were just not the right size for a giant. As such, the walk out to where Lueta and Worrik were took a bit of time. Much longer than it took to run into the camp.

Rokien, surprisingly enough, did not actually ask many questions on their walk. Looking at him in the light of the planet’s rings, Alyssa had to wonder if it was because of exhaustion. It was hard to tell from his facial expression, given is bovine anatomy, but his body language was one that screamed ‘I’m putting one foot in front of the other under great protest.’ That silent protest only grew as they started up the slope of the hill Lueta had hidden behind.

But once they crested the top, he froze. His brown eyes went from half-lidded to fully open. His axe landed on the hilltop with a hefty thud, but it wasn’t until he spotted his brother leaning against Lueta’s side that he actually made a noise.

It wasn’t speech. It wasn’t a bovine noise either. It was a deep and emotional “Ah!” that came from the back of his throat.

He stepped forward. One foot. Then the other. Hoof down. Hoof down. Each step was faster than the previous until he was practically sprinting down the hill. “Worrik!” he called out.

The other minotaur’s head snapped up. He took a step away from Lueta, but didn’t get much further before Rokien barreled into him. Rokien’s arms wrapped around him, pulling him into a tight hug. His arms moved up and down as if using his hands to make sure that Worrik wasn’t a figment of his imagination. Even though he was blind, Worrik quickly reciprocated, hugging him back just as tightly. Their heads knocked against each other. The long portion above their noses pressed against each other, pressing tightly. It was a visceral, emotional experience.

Alyssa watched from the top of the hill, smiling faintly. She didn’t go forward. She waved off Musca when Musca started down the hill. Fela, mindful of the overly large axe, picked it up and simply held it as she watched as well. It felt… good. Really good. Watching them reunite like this was worth any annoyance should Lueta be discovered so close to the city.

There was a bittersweet taste in her mouth though. Nothing to do with them. The situation reminded her that she might never have the same experience with her own brother. To begin with, they didn’t have that close of a relationship. She couldn’t even imagine grappling each other like that for a minute, let alone five. She had reunited with her mother, but even that hadn’t been quite so… intense. After a few minutes, it felt like business as usual.

Alyssa made a mental note to talk with her mother some before she left for Lyria.

But for now, Alyssa watched the minotaurs’ reunion in blissful silence.
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                Alyssa woke up much too early. She had a headache. Her throat felt a little sore and her eyes were dry.

The woes of having stayed out way too late. Perhaps she should have expected it, but Rokien and Worrik had sat around talking with each other for hours. The topics they covered ranged from joyous assurances that they were both alright to mournful recounting of the deceased—names Alyssa hadn’t recognized, for the most part. She really felt awkward listening in on them. Most of the time, she sat off to the side, resting on the ground with Fela and the draken while trying to avoid falling asleep. The only times she contributed to their conversation were when Rokien or Worrik directly addressed her. Usually by way of thanks.

Nothing that she really needed to be there for, but she stuck with them anyway. Mostly to ensure that, when they went back to camp, there wouldn’t be any troubles with the guards because of a second minotaur appearing out of nowhere.

They could have gone back to the camp to talk were it not for Lueta hovering over them.

Alyssa could tell even without anyone saying it. Neither minotaur wanted to part ways with the giant snake. For Rokien, Alyssa imagined that any familiar face was a welcome sight. Even if Lueta was, in his own words, stand-offish. Simply seeing that his community had more survivors might have filled him with hope that some of the others who had been unaccounted for had escaped alive. Worrik, Alyssa imagined, had it even worse. Lueta had been his hunting partner before. In recent weeks, Lueta had been his only tie to the world. The giant snake had been his protector, had brought him food at a time when he was unable to acquire some on his own, and had been his only companion.

That had been the part of the conversation when Alyssa had felt the need to speak up. Namely, she had felt the need to ensure that Lueta did not get closer to Illuna. Volta should be able to help. Volta should be able to assist in reuniting them on a more permanent basis. Until then, Alyssa didn’t want to jeopardize or otherwise panic the currently peaceful situation between the humans and the monsters.

By the time Lueta was off to find the oasis, the minotaurs safely back in the camp, and Alyssa in her room getting ready for bed, her mother was just starting to get up for the day. Alyssa remembered her promise to herself to say something to her mother, but… she was just too tired to have even a moderately long conversation. Collapsing on her bed, she went right to sleep.

Only to be awoken halfway through the afternoon by an excited Irulon.

“Your eyes are glowing,” she said, clearly pleased.

Alyssa just sat on her bed, blinking several times to try to get rid of the sleep in her eyes. The sun was coming through her window, bright and yellow. Strange because the sun didn’t shine through her window in the mornings. Which, Alyssa’s sleepy mind said after a moment of confusion, means that it isn’t morning. Her room was empty save for Irulon and a slumbering Fela, the latter of whom was thankfully not cutting off circulation to her legs for once and was instead sprawled out on a separate bed. As far as Alyssa could tell, Fela had taken no notice of a certain princess despite Irulon making no attempts at hiding her presence.

“So, you encountered Tenebrael again, I presume?”

“Yeah, I… Can I have like five minutes to splash some water on my face?” Trudging through a marsh all night, even though she hadn’t really gotten down into it all, left her wanting to take a bath as soon as possible. Unfortunately, she doubted Irulon would let her have the spare time for that at the moment, judging by how she was practically hopping from foot to foot in excitement while making an attempt at keeping her stoic expression in place.

“No.” Irulon’s tone was flat and final.

Alyssa couldn’t disparage her for being excited about this given its relation to her very mortality, but…

“I hate to break bad news,” Alyssa started. “I spent a few hours last night trying to create simple sunglasses and wound up with nothing to show for my efforts aside from some lumps of metal and glass. A living body is a lot more complex than sunglasses. And Tenebrael disappeared again immediately after we connected.” Which reminded her… With all the reunion and subsequent exhaustion, Alyssa had never tried calling the dumb angel back. “She didn’t even leave a note,” she added, dragging her phone off the tabletop. Alyssa typed out a quick text message to see if the angel would respond before focusing back on Irulon.

The princess did not look daunted by the bad news in the slightest. Rather, her eyes lit up. “But you did manage to create something?”

“Yeah, I guess. You, uh, want to see?”

“Please.”

Alyssa nodded, closing her eyes. She found it really hard to reopen them. Her eyelids were just sticking together so pleasantly that she could easily see herself flopping back down to her pillow. What is the time? How many hours of sleep did I actually get? But she knew that Irulon was still standing over her. After showing off a ball of glass, Irulon would leave and she could go back to sleep.

So she forced her eyes open again. Irulon had taken a few steps closer, clearly intent on watching the process. Alyssa clasped her hands together. For a moment, she thought to simply make a ball of glass. But that wouldn’t really prove anything one way or another. Even with as tired as she was, there was no point in doing something if she wasn’t going to do it right. So Alyssa focused on glasses again. Simple glasses this time. A metal frame. No flexible joints. Clear, untinted, and unrefractive glass. Metal and glass. Something that her grandfather might have worn in old photos of him. That was all she saw in her minds eye.

Pulling her hands apart, she could feel something between her palms.

Something round and decidedly not glasses-like at all.

Alyssa sighed as she opened her eyes and looked down at the ball of metal in her hands. It was about the size of a softball, but weighed a good deal more. She turned it over in her hands, checking its uniformity. As expected, it was all metal. She supposed there could be some glass on the inside. Cracking it open would be the only way to check. Even with her spells, she wasn’t sure that she would be able to do that. And if it was a solid ball of metal, it would probably ruin most tools that tried to accomplish that task. Maybe Guillem’s workshop piston thing could do it. But that was a long way off.

Wan expression on her face, Alyssa held up the ball of metal for Irulon’s inspection.

To her surprise, Irulon looked absolutely thrilled. Her eyes were wide and she had a ravenous smile on her face as she accepted it from Alyssa. She clearly wasn’t expecting the weight as she had to readjust her grip before lifting it up.

“It was supposed to be sunglasses,” Alyssa said, just in case Irulon thought she had intended to make a hunk of iron.

“Fascinating. You didn’t speak a word. Nor did you have any spell card, runes, or other magical elements around you.”

“There might be something on the inside of my palms? Not inside my skin, but just on the palms of my hands where you couldn’t see. I can’t see for myself. Keeping my eyes open doesn’t seem to work at all. Possibly because I have to visualize what I want to make. If my eyes are open, I get too much visual information and it doesn’t work? Not really sure. Only experimented for a bit last night.”

“It’s fine. It’s fine. We can test such things.” Irulon looked up from the metal ball. “Create another for me.”

Nodding as she closed her eyes, Alyssa decided to try something different. Instead of a pair of sunglasses, she decided to go with something that was roughly the same shape. A baseball had a strange pattern to the ball and the stitching, so she decided against that for the time being. But a racquetball ball was smooth and all one material. She pictured a blue rubber ball.

Taking a breath, she slowly pulled her hands apart. Glass and metal were both cold to the touch. This, however, wasn’t. That wasn’t to say that it was hot, but it didn’t feel like metal or glass. And it didn’t feel like it was leaking either, so she got a bit excited.

Opening her eyes, her excitement diminished. It wasn’t a blue ball, that was for sure, but rather a midnight black. It was extremely smooth too, more like a super bouncy ball than the relatively rough surface of a racquetball. But, giving it a squeeze, she found that it gave. It was hollow. And it felt like rubber. So… partial victory, she decided. Holding it up for Irulon’s inspection, Alyssa said, “This one is almost what I had in mind. The color and texture are wrong though.”

“Hm. It’s light,” she said, weighing it against the metal ball.

“It’s used for a game. You use these rackets to smack the ball against a wall. It bounces off and you have to hit it again. The rules and objectives are a bit more complicated than that, but…” she shrugged. Irulon was probably less interested in Earth sports than she was interested in the ball and its creation.

Irulon carefully set both the iron ball and the rubber ball on the side of the bed, lowering both down with far greater care than Alyssa thought they deserved. At least in the case of the racquetball ball. The iron ball might damage the bed, or Alyssa’s feet, if dropped from too high.

“Again, please. This time, if you would try to keep your hands as far apart as possible so that I may see the actual creation process.”

“Another rubber ball?”

“Something simple. Whatever you feel comfortable with.”

Nodding, Alyssa closed her eyes again. This time, she decided on a simple glass ball. She had made them before so it shouldn’t be difficult. The clarity of the glass might help Irulon see something as well.

Keeping her hands apart was tougher than it sounded. It was just her natural instinct to clasp them together. But, she supposed that it wouldn’t be possible to continue making things as she was doing. Not if she eventually had to make a full living body. Unless she was going to make a child-sized body, she wouldn’t be able to stretch her arms wide enough to create the whole thing between her palms. Alyssa tried simply putting one hand on the back of the other and then push her creation out.

It worked. She could feel it working. But it didn’t feel nearly as smooth. Opening her eyes, she found herself surprised to find a crystal ball clinging to her palm. The moment she recognized that it was essentially ignoring gravity to stick to her hands, it fell into her blanket-covered lap. She picked it up again, glad it hadn’t slammed into her kneecap or something equally painful, and turned it over. Despite how strange it had felt coming out, it was a neat sphere of glass. No deformations like she had expected from the feeling.

Shrugging, she handed it over to Irulon. “It looks about like how I wanted it to look.”

“Fascinating.” Although Irulon took the glass ball, her eyes lingered on Alyssa’s outstretched hand for a moment before looking to the ball.

“Did you see something on my hands?” Alyssa asked, looking at them. There didn’t appear to be anything strange, but she hadn’t seen herself actually create the ball.

“Indeed. Your supposition was correct. Magic circles formed on your palms, but there was something off about them.”

Alyssa frowned, glancing up from her hands. “Off? What was wrong with it?”

“Not positive, exactly. It would help if I saw a proper one. All I know is that something about it just didn’t seem like it was done correctly. Give me a few minutes to think on this. I suppose you may eat now. Come find me after you’ve finished.”

“Thanks for granting me permission, your highness,” Alyssa said with only mild sarcasm.

Irulon didn’t respond save to pick up all three of the material balls. She had a bit of a difficult time. Both the glass and metal spheres were heavy. They were all sized just awkwardly enough that holding two in one hand wasn’t that easy. Keeping in with her prideful nature, Irulon decided to avoid losing her dignity by juggling and instead pulled up her spell tome, flipped through it, and cast a simple Levitation spell on them. With them trailing behind her, Irulon headed out of the room and down the hall toward the stairs.

For just a moment, Alyssa considered flopping back down into her bed, dragging the blanket up over her head, and going back to sleep. Creating matter hadn’t increased her exhaustion, but it hadn’t lessened it either. She could feel her eyelids drooping as she stared at the open door. Sleep was so enticing…

But she knew that, if she didn’t head up to meet with Irulon soon, the princess would come looking for her. At that point, she could kiss a meal goodbye for half the evening. Given that she hadn’t had anything upon returning to Illuna after dealing with Lueta and the minotaurs, she was feeling pretty hungry. So she mustered up enough willpower to throw her legs over the side of her bed and get to her feet.

Fela snorted, rolling over but staying asleep. Alyssa saw no need to wake her given that she wasn’t related to Irulon’s inquiries. The hellhound, and the draken too, had done well the night before. They deserved whatever rest they got.

After splashing some water over her face, Alyssa headed down to the guild’s tavern.

She found Kasita waiting for her at the usual table. There didn’t seem to be a vital emergency going on. Kasita would likely have woken her up before Irulon had done so if that were the case. As such, Alyssa didn’t feel bad about grabbing a quick meal before heading over to say hello.

“Your eyes are glowing again. Have a fun night out?” Kasita asked as soon as Alyssa took her seat.

“Met a giant snake. Reunited a pair of brothers. Met a certain someone,” Alyssa said, pausing to tap at her temples. “Didn’t create new problems for myself as far as I can tell. I’d say it was an enriching and productive time. How about you?”

“Bored myself to death listening to conversations. I don’t know how Claire does it. Most humans, even ones that are supposed to be important, are really really boring for the majority of their day.”

“Anything to worry about?” Alyssa said between bites of roast on bread.

“All the Yora people are going to clear out by morning.”

“Anything to worry about?” Alyssa said again, this time with a bit more concern in her voice.

“I don’t think so. Not as far as I could tell. They have apparently lost enough resources here already and don’t want to lose more. Will Yora be back in weeks or months? Possibly. But for now, they are retreating with nothing to show for their efforts.”

Alyssa felt her muscles relax in her neck and arms. She hadn’t even realized just how tense she was. They hadn’t ended up being that big a problem, but the fact that they weren’t going to be causing even minor distractions going forward was a relief. Still… “Would you keep an eye on them until they really do get out? Just to ensure that nothing changes between now and then.”

“They were packing up when I left. Apparently, they’re going to have one more meeting with Martin. Some kind of farewell. A customary farewell, likely over a meal. Nothing dangerous like usurpation.”

“The fact that you felt the need to clarify is not reassuring. You have spell cards, right?”

“Of course.”

“Good. Make sure you’re in that meeting and make sure nothing happens to Martin. Both for his sake as well as that of the monsters.” Martin and Volta were the best bets for the monsters. Maybe for humanity’s long-term acceptance of their inhuman counterparts. Having either harmed would be a disaster.

With the pit sealed, demonic activity at an all-time low, the monsters settled, Yora out, and the Astral Authority gone, things in Illuna looked to be settling down. They still needed to hear back from Brakkt, but he had yet to Message her so there probably weren’t any major worries with the infected they had found. It was entirely possible that the Astral Authority had simply missed one. Angels weren’t omnipotent so the Astral Authority couldn’t be.

Kasita stood, stirring Alyssa from her thoughts. “Well, better get ready for this meeting. It’s supposed to start soon. Maybe I should check in on the food. Claire was worried about poison being a thing.”

“Good idea. And good luck. Let me know how it goes. I’ll probably be up all night helping Irulon if you get some time to join us.”

“After the Yora guys go to sleep, I probably will. They’re boring enough while awake,” Kasita said with a mild groan as she started walking away. “Can’t stand being there at night. See you later.”

Offering the mimic a parting nod, Alyssa focused on her meal. She had to eat quickly before Irulon came to find out what was taking her so long.

Though that wasn’t the only reason Alyssa focused on her meal. If Irulon really could offer some ideas as to what she was doing wrong, she might finally be able to make some sunglasses. Getting everyone in the guild’s tavern to stop staring at her would be worth it.
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                Alyssa took a deep breath. “Sorry I snapped at you,” she said after a long moment of holding it. “I’m just a little frustrated. I expected this to be…”

“Easy?” Irulon said, handling a glob of dripping… something. Alyssa’s latest failure. The princess didn’t seem concerned in the slightest that whatever it was leaking might be toxic. Rather, she looked at it like she wanted to dissect it. Not that it was living. At least, Alyssa was pretty sure it wasn’t living. Alyssa wasn’t even sure that it was organic.

“Something like that,” Alyssa mumbled.

“What you are doing is definitely impossible.”

Blinking, Alyssa looked up to Irulon. “Impossible? Magic can do all kinds of things that I thought was impossible.”

“No magic that I am aware of can create something physical. Or, if it does create something physical, it is a temporary object and will vanish in time.”

Frowning, Alyssa went through her mental library of all her spells. As far as she could tell in her limited experience with magic, Irulon was right. The only ones that she could think up that actually created something were the Spectral style death spells and anything to do with fire. The Spectral spells disappeared as soon as she dismissed them and, while fire did not, it was entirely possible that the original magical flames vanished and were replaced by regular flames as the fire spread. Fractal spells did create lots of mirror-like constructs, but they vanished as soon as the effect ended.

“I wonder if I can use what I see on your hands when you create these,” Irulon paused to heft up the leaking green glob, “to craft a whole new school of magic. Even something simple like creating a metal ball would be revolutionary. I could be known as the greatest arcanist to have ever lived. My name would be taught in the Observatorium until the end of time. I could—”

“Shouldn’t we focus on you first? You know, the whole soul problem?”

Irulon blinked, looking over the wooden desk covered with various creations to stare at Alyssa. If Alyssa hadn’t known better, she might have thought that the princess had forgotten about the whole reason they were doing this in the first place.

Perhaps forgotten was the wrong word. Perhaps it was more that she was debating between saving her and the dragon’s soul and the possibility of having her name in every history book ever made going forward. To Alyssa, the choice seemed obvious. To Irulon?

“Of course,” she said after too long of a minute.

Alyssa sighed, wondering if her supposition was correct. Then she reconsidered. Irulon would surely focus on saving herself first. If only so that she could claim this new magical field for herself and secure her name instead of being merely the footnote to someone else who would complete her research in the future should she die.

Fiddling with one of the marble-sized ball bearings she had created, Alyssa decided to focus on her own problems. Irulon was a grown woman. She could decide how to live her own life. Though if she did decide to do something hazardous to her own health, Alyssa would have to have some words with her.

“Any real ideas on how we can fix this? Unless the dragon wants to live inside a ball of metal or whatever that thing is—” Alyssa pointed toward the leaking glob in Irulon’s hands.

“It doesn’t.”

“Then we’ve still got a lot of work to do it seems.”

“Indeed. There are a few more tests I would like to run. However… our results seem to have been declining as of late. It may be time for a break.”

Alyssa’s eyes flicked to the window in the room. Their experiments had gone on for a few hours now. Night had fallen a while ago. But… it didn’t seem like it had been that long of a session since. However, upon looking at her phone, she realized that it was almost morning again. “My sleep schedule is so messed up,” Alyssa groaned.

“We’ve been at this for ten hours, give or take.”

“With nothing to show for it. But we have to keep trying, right?”

“No sense being so down. It is unreasonable to expect you to have mastered a new skill in such little time, especially when you have little experience in similar tasks.”

“I created a towering statue in Teneville…”

“Tenebrael created a statue. You merely acted as a proxy for her body. This is something you are doing entirely on your own, albeit using her power. My evidence for this theory is that you do not need to speak any words to generate this effect. As such, you are likely failing to frame your mindset in the proper patterns. If you were a classically trained arcanist, you might find this task easier. However, such an education would take years. Most arcanists are identified and begin their education from a young age. We… I do not have that much time. So we will have to take a different approach. Were I you, I would not be expecting Tenebrael to come along with all the answers to turn this task into something easily accomplished. Not unless she meddles with your mind. Knowing you, you would object to that.”

“Object. Yeah. That’s one word for it.” Messing with my mind? Alyssa bit her lip as Irulon turned away. The princess kept her back straight, bending only at the hip as she leaned forward to make a few notes in a notebook. Her face was poised, as usual, and she had remained that way for their entire meeting. While Alyssa had lost her patience more than once, Irulon had kept perfectly calm.

If it came down to it, would she allow Tenebrael into her head? It wasn’t a question that she had an answer to. It wasn’t a question that she thought she would have an answer to unless it came down to it. Assuming Tenebrael could do something like that in the first place. For all Alyssa knew, that would count as harming a mortal.

Maybe that was why Tenebrael had disappeared. She had known that using this ability wouldn’t be easy and, rather than answer questions, had simply vanished for a time until Alyssa realized the scope of the actual problem. Checking her phone again, Alyssa frowned. Still no response to her text message to Tenebrael. It was entirely possible that something else had happened. Iosefael apparently was not ready to fulfill a Dominion’s duties and had caused quite a mess as well.

“In any case,” Irulon said, turning back to Alyssa—who tried to act as if she hadn’t been staring. “I haven’t slept in three days now. With all this excitement, I am not sure when I might find time to sleep in the future. My companion is encouraging me to rest for a time. So we will be taking a break regardless of your wishes.”

“Three days? Irulon… you have to sleep more often than that. It’s bad for your body.”

“I’m fine. I’ll be better once this stress is behind me.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together, wondering if she should press the point more. Before she could, Irulon spoke again.

“If you wish to continue trying variations on what we have already done, that is your prerogative. But you’ll have to do that in your own room.”

“No. You’re probably right. I don’t feel tired yet, but I should probably sleep soon. If only so that I can wake up when you get up… Though knowing you, I could wait as long as I wanted as long as no one came around to wake you up.”

“I imagine my sleep will be quite light with all the excitement going on.”

“Imagine all you want. Light sleep for you is still heavy sleep for everyone else.”

“Hm. We’ll see.”

Leaving the created material behind on Irulon’s desk, Alyssa headed out. She first headed down to the guild’s main tavern, only to find the room completely empty. Not even the receptionist was at the desk with all the jobs and requests posted behind it. A bit of an eerie scene, but it wasn’t the first time Alyssa had gone in while it was empty. While the guild’s taverns tended to stay up later than anything else in this world, even over regular taverns, it did shut down relatively early on into the night. Relative to Earth, anyway.

In fact, someone would probably be along shortly to open up its doors to the public as they did every morning.

Alyssa considered heading up to her own bed, but she didn’t quite feel tired yet. She had only been up for ten hours, plus a bit extra. The entirety of that time had been spent with Irulon.

At the same time, she really didn’t have anywhere to go. Although Illuna was, overall, safer than Lyria, she still didn’t really want to go wandering the streets alone for a little early morning walk. Kasita hadn’t stopped by, so she was probably watching the people from Yora. Brakkt was gone. The monsters down in the camp were fine on their own.

Alyssa took a seat down at the usual table. The room was still well lit. Jars of light potion couldn’t just be turned off with a flick of a switch, so they remained on more or less permanently until the magic of the alchemy waned to the point where they had to be replaced.

She started off with another text message to Tenebrael. It was… mildly awkward. She felt like she was in high school again, sending a message to someone who hadn’t messaged her back after the last one always felt like she was nagging or just being annoying. But in this case, she really didn’t care if she was annoying Tenebrael.

After, she decided to pull up a movie on her phone. A little relaxation went a long way, and it had been a long time since she had a real minute to relax like this. It was a shame that Kasita wasn’t around. Kasita always seemed to enjoy movies from Earth. Especially when they had monsters in them. She didn’t seem to like Alien that much though. The xenomorph reminded her a bit too much of a much more aggressive gaunt. Still, it meant that now was the perfect time to watch the second one in the series.

The movie failed to capture her interest. Part of it was that she had seen the movie before. Maybe too many times. The other part was that her mind kept wandering. She was trying to give herself an hour or two of freedom from thinking about being connected to Tenebrael. Instead, she just felt like she was procrastinating. It was the same sensation that she got when she had a school assignment to do and wasn’t doing it.

Halfway through, Alyssa put the movie on pause and stopped pretending like it was distracting her at all. Instead, she closed her eyes and decided to try creating something again. This time, she kept in mind something Irulon had said. She was thinking about it wrong. Her mindset was wrong. A classically trained arcanist would be able to use the ability. Alyssa couldn’t because she… took shortcuts? She didn’t have to speak spells before casting them. She didn’t even have to know what a spell did as long as she more or less guessed right. She had proved that when she killed the old woman at the Juno Federation’s outpost using Irulon’s tome. From what she understood, that was highly abnormal. A normal arcanist had to know the spell’s activation name and its intended effect or the spell would fail.

She didn’t know what kind of activation phrase would work. She knew her intended outcome, but wasn’t sure if that was the same thing. Rather, she was starting to think that she couldn’t just focus on a picture of what she wanted. Tenebrael, while performing the same spell, had listed off components of the human body individually until she got lazy and wrapped up the rest. Tenebrael had not verbally identified any shape or order of composition. Just the material that made up a body.

Hands together, Alyssa decided that there was no downside to verbally stating what she wanted from her experiment in the relatively private room. “Iron and glass,” she said, deciding to not go for anything more complicated than two separate materials. She slowly pulled her hands apart, wanting nothing more than a simple sphere.

The lump settled into the palms of her hands. Cold. Metallic.

Opening her eyes, Alyssa found just what she feared. A ball of solid metal. At least, she assumed that it was solid. With the metal being opaque, it could have glass in the center. Instinct, or perhaps just pessimism, told Alyssa that it did not.

Still, it hadn’t been worse than any attempts up in Irulon’s room. Undaunted, she set it aside and tried again.

And again.

And again.

And…

Alyssa held up a small marble. There were eleven failures on the table around her. Eleven marbles that were either metal or glass. But this one, this twelfth attempt, was… a success? It was a marble like all the others. But this one was different in composition. Metal and glass swirled together in a way that Alyssa thought would be impossible through traditional manufacturing techniques. It was quite an interesting design, one that caught the light with the glass portion.

Excited by something being different, she had half a mind to rush upstairs and show off her creation to Irulon. Reality tempered her excitement; the thought of having to wake up Irulon right after she had gone to bed was daunting. Besides that, she wasn’t sure that this was really worth getting too complacent with. Although it seemed to be some kind of progress, it was still essentially worthless unless she wanted to play a game of marbles.

She put her hands together again, ready for another attempt, only to be startled out of it by light footsteps. Her hand dropped to her side where she kept her pistol and her spell cards entirely out of habit. Alyssa paused as she saw who was coming down the stairs.

“Lumen,” Alyssa greeted. They didn’t really get along, but that was no reason to not be cordial.

For her part, Lumen just stared for a long moment. Alyssa thought she heard a soft groan coming from the woman as she slowly approached. “Your eyes are glowing again.”

“Yes,” Alyssa said, making some effort to avoid rolling her eyes. “Very observant.”

Lumen either didn’t notice or didn’t care about the heavy sarcasm. She turned her eyes to the table and the many marbles lying on top of it. One of her hands twitched like she considered touching one of the marbles before thinking better of it. “What’s all this then?”

“A little science experiment,” Alyssa said as she spun the swirled marble. It didn’t spin perfectly, possibly because the iron was weightier than the glass. After practically flipping over, it did steady its spin, but it still wasn’t smooth. “Say, you were trained and educated at the Observatorium, weren’t you?”

“Yeah?” Lumen said, suddenly defensive. “What of it?”

“Just wondering… If you came across a spell to do something you had never seen or heard of before, how would you go about experimenting with it to figure out exactly what it does and how it can be used?”

Lumen raised an eyebrow. After what appeared to be a long mental debate with herself, she sat down at the table across from Alyssa. She didn’t speak for a long moment, choosing to simply stare at Alyssa. “I suppose it depends,” she said slowly. “The method that I would have acquired a spell would account for a great deal of my investigation. If I found the design among some ancient ruins, I would likely start looking up the history of the area, finding out what magic the people who once lived there were known to have used. If, for example, the ruins were known to be from some ancient ‘Kingdom of the Sun’ and were known for pioneering a great many light-based rituals, I would probably start looking there. Many spells of a similar type will have common identifying features. Though ancient spells would more than likely be rituals, which are a bit harder to discern exactly what they are supposed to be doing. Rituals are far less refined arcanery than modern spell cards.”

Alyssa nodded along, finding Lumen’s lecture interesting but not all that relevant to what she needed. This wasn’t exactly a spell, first of all. Not in the same way that rituals and spell cards were. Secondly, she knew where it came from. The Endless Expanse. But she wasn’t sure how that might help her. Not unless the mathematics Tenebrael had showed her were the key to this.

Given that she had made some progress here at the table, it might simply be a matter of practice.

Lumen continued on, discussing a few other scenarios and how she would go about trying to identify a random spell. From spells developed in a contemporary time outside the Observatorium to a theoretical ancient ritual discovered by a hostile group that the guild had been sent to take down with no known origins. Many of her scenarios ended with heading to the Observatorium to seek guidance from those more experienced than her.

Thanking her, Alyssa collected the marbles and headed back upstairs. This time to her room. Fela looked to be just waking up, making Alyssa wonder if the hellhound had spent the entire night asleep. Shaking her head, Alyssa looked over to one of the other beds in the room. Since arriving in Illuna, Alyssa had been in the same room as Lumen, Fela, and her mother. Kasita as well, though the mimic didn’t really sleep much.

Her mother was up as well, looking like she had woken not long before and had just finished getting dressed.

Alyssa paused, then smiled softly. “Hey mom. You got a minute to talk?”

Lisa looked over, pursing her lips as her eyes flicked to Alyssa’s. She didn’t comment, however, looking back down to her own belt where she was tightening it around her waist. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, really. Just wanted to talk. Not even about anything in particular. Just… a bit of talk before you head back to Lyria.”

Raising an eyebrow, Lisa stared. Perhaps looking for something that might be bothering her daughter. Whether or not she found anything went unsaid. Instead, she nodded. “I’ve got nothing pressing on my schedule.”

“Thanks,” Alyssa said, taking a seat on her own bed. She didn’t say anything right away. In fact, it was several minutes before either spoke. But eventually, Alyssa started talking, mentioning the minotaur brothers and hoping that she might get a little closer to her own mother by the end of their chat.
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                Yora was gone. Alyssa had watched from Illuna’s walls as the entourage disappeared over the horizon, the tips of their banners being the last thing to go. It had made Alyssa wonder whether the bannermen were supposed to carry their banners the entire way back to Yora—a location roughly two weeks out from Illuna—or if they could be collapsed and attached to their horses in some manner. Regardless, after ensuring through Kasita that they hadn’t caused any incidents on their way out, she got some sleep.

After waking in the early evening, Alyssa started off with the usual morning rituals despite the time of day. She started a meal, ate, and considered going out to the bathhouse for some much needed relaxation before what surely was going to be another night of testing and failure with Irulon.

But just as she was finishing her food, a heavy thud shook the entire building. Alyssa tensed, fearing the worst. To her surprise, however, nobody else in the guild of mercenaries seemed all that alarmed. Silence came over the other tables, of course, as should be expected with any loud noise interrupting their meals. But none of them grabbed their weapons or rallied for a fight. A few shot exasperated glances at the ceiling.

Alyssa looked around, but none of her crew were around to offer any explanation. Since her eyes had started glowing again, most others tended to avoid eye contact unless absolutely necessary.

Which was basically never unless she was the one addressing them.

So she leaned over to an adjacent table to ask, but was interrupted by another heavy thud. This time, slightly more prepared and with a little hint from all the other patrons looking upward, she identified its source. Somewhere up above, unsurprisingly enough.

“It’s that princess.” The man she had been about to ask answered her unasked question of his own volition. “It’s been happening all day.”

“All day?” Alyssa scowled as she glanced upward again. Irulon was supposed to have gone to bed. Not only that, but… Alyssa wouldn’t have slept through that. She wasn’t Irulon, after all.

Maybe she had been more exhausted than she had thought.

Standing from her table, Alyssa marched straight toward the stairs.

She found herself at the door to Irulon’s room. The door had been wide open upon her arrival. When she woke up, she had feared that she would have to wake Irulon, but that obviously turned out to not be the case. The sleeping beauty was wide awake with her back to the door, staring while her hand pinched her chin between her thumb and index finger.

The room had changed a bit since Alyssa had last seen it.

Every wall, once planks of roughly cut wood, were now smooth and glossy mirrors. The same kind of mirrors created by various Fractal spells. There were only seams at the corners of the room where one wall met the next. The bed, desk, and Irulon were all reflected in the otherwise seamless surfaces. With some of the mirrors set up opposing each other, it created the infinite tunnel illusion. It looked like there were thousands of Irulons in the room, all just staring.

“Is something… wrong?” Alyssa asked.

Irulon didn’t turn. But her violet eyes did move, reflected in the mirror a thousand times over, to spot Alyssa. “You’re awake. Good.”

“Yes. I’m awake. Why are you awake? I thought you were getting some rest.”

“I slept for a few hours. More than enough,” she said, finally turning around. “I considered going straight to you, but decided to experiment with a little unrelated project while I waited.”

“The guy downstairs said you’ve been up to something all day. That doesn’t sound like more than enough sleep.”

“All day?” Irulon scoffed. “I’ve been at this for an hour. If that.”

Alyssa stepped into the room, looking around a little better. Her first step just about broke her neck when she slipped over a marble on the ground. Reaching down and picking it up, she immediately recognized it. One of her many marbles she had created for Irulon to examine. There were more marbles strewn about the room. One of the metal ones was split clean in two, revealing that it indeed was a solid ball of metal with no glass core. Though the glass ones were lying about as well, most in multiple pieces. “Unrelated?” she said with a raised eyebrow, glad she had her boots on at the moment. The glass should really be cleaned up before someone less prepared stepped on it.

Irulon dismissed the question with a wave of her hand. “Tools of convenience, nothing more.”

Picking up the split metal marble, Alyssa looked it over. When she had created it, it had been a perfect sphere. Now, however, even aside from half of it being missing, she noticed that a chunk of it had been flattened. Looking around the room at the mirrored Fractal surfaces, Alyssa put two and two together.

“You were trying to break the mirrors?”

“Hm. Indeed.”

“It didn’t work?”

Irulon gave her a flat look before waving a hand around the room.

“Right. Obviously not.”

“No matter how much force I put behind a physical object, it doesn’t seem to do anything to the spell. I could escalate further, but it would likely become dangerous.”

“You’re already causing the building to shake,” Alyssa said, glad that she hadn’t gone overboard yet. “Maybe we should go out in the middle of nowhere to try more.”

“From your testimony of the events with the Astral Authority, I do not believe such a force would be required. Not if the true demon and the sword acted as proper physical objects. If I raise the power of the marbles much further, the shockwave produced could rupture my internal organs. Such a fate did not befall you, so…”

“I was under the effects of Accelero, the time slowing spell? That probably had something to do with it.”

“It doesn’t slow time. It accelerates your personal speed on the arrow of time, enhancing your perception to the point where the world around you appears slower than normal.”

“Yeah, time slowing spell. Not only that, but those monsters were moving incredibly quickly even with that spell active.”

“I believe I’ve taken that into account in my calculations. But perhaps you are correct. I did not see their speed for myself, so I can’t estimate such things. You are also correct in that we would have to move locations if I wish to escalate further. Though,” Irulon turned away from Alyssa, considering the mirrored walls again. “It would be a shame to tear this down before trying one last thing.”

“Am I going to like this last thing?”

“I don’t see why not.” Irulon turned back to Alyssa. “Would you mind retrieving the staff?”

“Staff? Adrael’s staff? You’re going to try to look into the Endless Expanse?”

“If it works. We can also have you attempt to damage the spells using marbles, just to see if there is anything you can do about it that I cannot.”

Alyssa sighed, wondering if it was really a good idea to try to spy into the Endless Expanse. At the same time, she felt a giddy sort of excitement. Irulon hadn’t had a chance to really examine the fractured dome. The Justice and Astral Authority had them distracted, then exhaustion and a need to leave the ash-filled snow globe had taken precedence. A more controlled experiment would give Irulon a much better idea of just what they were dealing with.

Fracturing the mirror to the point where Earth was visible might just be her way home. She couldn’t leave just yet. Not until she had a sure-fire way of dealing with angels. But simply having the option open to her would do wonders for her morale. And looking into the Endless Expanse, spying on the angels, just might help in dealing with them. Even if it didn’t… well, Lumen had said that looking into where a spell came from could help in using it.

Having convinced herself thoroughly, Alyssa gave Irulon a curt nod. “I’ll be right back.”

The staff was down in her room. Given that she had lost the custom holster for it during the excursion out to Owlcroft, it was too unwieldy to carry around everywhere. With her mother, Lumen, Fela, Kasita, and occasionally Oz and Catal going in and out of the room on the regular, she wasn’t too worried about it being stolen like Irulon’s notebook had been. Besides that, Irulon had offered a trap spell to assist in protecting it. According to her, the only people capable of retrieving it should be Irulon, Alyssa, and Kasita. Everyone else would suffer… some unspecified and likely unpleasant punishment.

With her mother and the rest of the Lyria guild members leaving soon, Alyssa would probably change rooms. Irulon could probably make arrangements for her to stay, but taking up such a large room with only herself and Fela really needing the space would feel… awkward. The guild dormitories were intended for traveling members of the guild, which Alyssa was not a part of. Perhaps Irulon would be willing to move into Martin’s guest house. She hadn’t wanted to, not wanting to get drawn into large communal meals or other ‘social activities’ expected of a princess interacting with a member of the great houses, but it had looked comfortable.

As for the staff, she might have to find a way to carry it around with her if there weren’t going to be people in and out of the room it was kept in on the regular. A makeshift sling made from cloth, maybe. Or just higher security from Irulon’s spell tome.

Regardless, for the time being, the staff was right where Alyssa had left it. Tucked away in a long box beneath her bed with some other gear of hers. Feeling its warmth as she grabbed hold of its haft, Alyssa marched back to Irulon’s room with renewed vigor, excited to see if they could do something with it.

Arriving, Alyssa found the room shifted around again. The table had been upended on the bed and the desk shoved right up next to it as well, leaving one clear wall. Presumably to stand and swing the staff like it was a baseball bat. The marbles, whether thrown or launched with magic, wouldn’t have needed all the extra space.

Irulon backed up as far as she could, standing right next to the door. She was really only technically inside the room. A definition that could change by leaning one way or the other. “If you wouldn’t mind putting those muscles of yours to good use,” she said, gesturing to the far wall. “Please try to avoid damaging the other walls. They are meant to act as a control.”

Although everything had been shoved aside, Alyssa took a quick glance around the room just to ensure that she wasn’t about to destroy a priceless decoration. Satisfied, she gripped the haft like a baseball bat. It was a lot longer than a real bat. Much heavier at the end as well, in part because of its length, mostly because of the large ruby attached to the end. She did hesitate for a moment. If the staff did end up damaged… it was definitely an irreplaceable object. Even if Tenebrael could get Adrael’s shield and hand it over, it still wouldn’t be the same.

But her hesitation vanished as she remembered what Iosefael had said. The staff could only be destroyed in the fires of Mount Doom. That in mind, Alyssa wound up, held the pose for just a moment, and slammed the bat down as hard as she could.

Vibrations ran all up Alyssa’s arms, stunning her momentarily. It felt like she had… well, like she had just struck a brick wall. Except a brick wall might have had a bit more give to it.

The wall was completely unblemished. Not even a scratch marred the smooth mirrored surface of the Fractal spell. Given how fast the demon and the sword had to have been moving when they struck the dome, Alyssa couldn’t find it in herself to be surprised. Still, she couldn’t help but feel disappointment. Like she should have been able to shatter it simply because she was… special?

She didn’t like being called anything but a regular human most of the time, but it would have been advantageous here.

“You alright?” Irulon asked.

“Might have a few aches later, but yeah.” Alyssa rolled her neck as she spoke. “Shall I try again?”

“If you wish, but after watching that, I don’t hold much hope for a change in the outcome.”

Alyssa’s grip tightened on the staff’s haft as she looked it up and down. Like the mirrored surface, it looked entirely undamaged. Gold was an extremely soft metal, but even the smallest and finest decorative carvings hadn’t been harmed by the sudden impact with a solid wall. The ruby was similarly unmarred. “I assume you have another plan?” Alyssa asked, loosening her grip. Irulon was probably right. No need to injure herself trying to damage the wall.

“I have a magical way of launching an object. I believe it will produce much more force than your swing.”

Alyssa held out the staff, letting Irulon take it from her. The princess stepped into the room, but didn’t get much closer to the wall than the doorway.

“You might want to step out,” Irulon said, looking down at the staff as she turned it over in her hands. “Some of those marbles were bouncing all over the place. I would hate for this to strike you by accident.”

“What about you? Will you be alright?” Irulon had been the one originally skewered by the thing after all. Having it fly around the room at high speeds sounded like a bad way to repeat that incident.

“I can keep myself safe,” Irulon said, dismissing Alyssa’s fears. “Just stand back… and you may wish to cover your ears.”

Alyssa was pretty sure that she was half deaf from firing a few too many gunshots without ear protection, but the advice didn’t go unheeded. If little marbles had been able to shake the building and make a noise that could be heard all the way downstairs, she wasn’t too interested in finding out just how loud a sound the staff might make.

Hands over her ears, Alyssa watched as Irulon pulled out a few spell cards. She couldn’t actually hear what the spell was, but it was definitely a Fractal spell as a curtain of glass shards appeared between Irulon and the target wall. Holding the staff out, poking the bottom side through the curtain aimed toward the wall, Irulon raised a spell card in her other hand. The card burned up with another unheard spell.

Irulon removed her hand from the staff.

It clattered to the ground. Judging by the expression on Irulon’s face, that clearly wasn’t the intended effect.

“Something wrong?” Alyssa asked, removing her hands from her ears for a moment.

“Magic doesn’t work on this.”

“Ah… yeah. You knew that, didn’t you?”

“I thought I could get around it,” Irulon said, bending to pick it back up. She waved it through the curtain of Fractal glass in front of her, frowning as it passed through without any resistance. “If it had worked, this would have been dangerous for me… Good to know. Though odd that it doesn’t just dissolve the mirror.”

“The mirrors are strange. I don’t imagine that showing the Endless Expanse is a very typical thing. An abnormal spell has abnormal reactions. Maybe?”

“Hm.”

“Any way of getting around the magic nullification?”

“Perhaps. Attaching something that we can affect with magic may work… In fact, yes.” Irulon nodded to herself, looking around the room. She immediately grabbed the wooden chair that was pushed underneath the desk. She simply set the staff on the chair, then lifted both and pushed them through the curtain. Or tried to. While the staff penetrated it easily enough, the back of the chair got caught on it. Parts of the seat, where the staff was resting, made it through, but even that was only a small section of it. “This will work. Would you mind fetching some rope from the stables?”

“Sure.”

It was a rather straightforward request that Alyssa completed in a straightforward manner. Despite only taking about as long as it took to go down a flight of stairs and back up, Irulon had managed to accomplish a lot in the time that it had taken. The chair no longer looked like a chair at all, but rather a wooden sled with the staff resting on top, all of which had been placed on the desk, aimed right toward the mirrored wall.

Irulon wasted no time in lashing the staff to her sled. It looked quite haphazard. Brakkt could probably have done a much better job of it. But, after she was finished, Irulon tugged and pulled on the staff and it didn’t come loose, so it was probably good enough for their little experiment.

Instead of standing right next to it, Irulon backed out into the hall along with Alyssa. She motioned for Alyssa to cover her ears once again before pulling out a spell card.

Alyssa felt the staff slam into the mirror through the building. It was an earthquake far larger than any she had felt, though she wasn’t sure if that came from the proximity to the spell or because the staff was just that much more massive than marbles.

Regardless, Irulon stood frozen in the doorway, just staring. Alyssa knew it worked before she even leaned around the corner.

The formerly smooth and rectangular mirror had a spiderweb of cracks running from the center to the edges. Much like the dome, each fracture showed off a different view. All of the iridescent city filled with spires and shifting dimensions. Once again, despite them all showing off different locations, Alyssa could still see the Throne in all of them.

The golden staff was lying on the floor, completely unharmed. The wooden sled that had propelled it into the wall was lying on the floor as well, but in splinters.

Irulon took a step forward. Alyssa stopped her with a hand on her shoulder.

“Be careful,” Alyssa said. “Kasita managed to put her arm through like it was a portal. It alerted at least one angel to our presence. Something we should avoid. Besides that, multiple angels have told me in no uncertain words that a mortal cannot survive in that world.”

“Observe only,” Irulon said, confirming that she got the message. “I understand… What wonders,” she mumbled, more to herself as she slowly entered the room. She stopped a full three feet from the fractured mirror, crossing her arms as her eyes shifted to black and white. “Fascinating.”

            

    
        040.011 Ritualistic Research - Formation

    
    
    
    
                Although she had agreed to not do anything that might draw the attention of angels to what they were doing, Irulon was not content to simply sit and watch the panels of the Endless Expanse like they were television channels. She had watched for a while. A good hour, even. Irulon could not see the angels—not even the massive wheel-like ones—but she had been able to see the Throne. Or it’s housing structure. The tall tower that was simply there from every angle.

She had commented on the shape of the structures, the materials she suspected they might be made from, the shifting nature of the entire world beyond—which she suspected related to Fractal magic in some way or another. Alyssa hadn’t been able to offer much commentary. She had already told Irulon basically everything she knew about the Endless Expanse. Which, sadly, wasn’t much. Adrael, Iosefael, and Tenebrael had all spoken quite a bit about the Throne, its nature, and some of the Endless Expanse as well. Yet despite all that, Alyssa felt like she knew nothing.

In reality, and upon further consideration with some helpful insights from Irulon, Alyssa was starting to suspect that it wasn’t just her who knew nothing. The angels didn’t have a good grasp on their own nature either. Adrael was trying to discover more. Or she had been before being imprisoned. As far as Alyssa knew, the archangel was still stuck inside Tenebrael’s black box.

It made her wonder if reconciliation was impossible with Adrael. Having someone dedicated enough to trawl through whatever archive the Throne had and bring back information would have been a good start toward getting a deeper understanding of things. Unfortunately, Alyssa doubted that would happen anytime soon. Adrael loathed Tenebrael. Even if her exploration into angelic lore had shaken her out of her need to follow orders, Alyssa doubted that loathing would go away anytime soon. And Alyssa had stolen the archangel’s staff multiple times.

No. Adrael probably would never willingly assist them. But maybe Tenebrael could convince Kenziel to fulfill the same task. Alyssa doubted that they would get the same results. From the one real conversation she had with Kenziel, Alyssa got the impression of a somewhat air-headed angel. She had appeared thinking Tenebrael wanted help only to be immediately cowed into complete submission. She didn’t have the drive that Adrael had, the drive that would have her seeking out answers when opposition reared its head. In fact, if anything did oppose her, she would probably change allegiances once again.

Next time Tenebrael showed herself, she would have to talk about that. Maybe it would be best keeping Kenziel off doing meaningless tasks. While Tenebrael had been inactive, she had apparently been trying her hand at the duties of a Principality by taking over Iosefael’s job on Earth while Iosefael filled in for Tenebrael on Nod. But if Kenziel could be more useful, that would be nice too.

As for Irulon and the Endless Expanse, her idleness came to an end with a sketch book. An hour of staring turned into an hour of drawing. Irulon sketched out basically everything that she could see. The spires. The ornate walkways. Even the sky, which seemed to have multiple planets or very large moons occupying it. Alyssa couldn’t really see them as the turning Ophanim were even larger.

“Don’t you have perfect memory?” Alyssa asked quietly, not really wanting to interrupt but still wanting to know.

“Might not always have perfect memory,” Irulon said, pen not slowing in the slightest as she spoke. Her eyes didn’t even break contact with the mirrored surface. “We’re really not absolutely positive how our solution to our issue will work out. We know the big picture of it, but the finer details are… difficult to pin down. It is an entirely experimental… treatment and we have no prior examples to work from nor do we have any test subjects to test things on before performing the experiment on ourselves. I’ve been taking precautions recently to ensure that my work is not lost should I… forget some things.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together. Irulon hadn’t said a word or voiced a single complain about how Alyssa was handling things, but she couldn’t help but feel a sick sensation in her stomach. She had promised Irulon that she would help to figure out a solution to her issue. So far, the work had all been done by Irulon. Alyssa had nothing to do but go about her usual routine. The only thing she could really do…

“I’m going to practice some more,” Alyssa said softly. The two hours spent watching the Endless Expanse had been a waste of time for her. An interesting waste of time, but a waste nonetheless. For some reason, despite objectively being more boring than a daytime soap opera, watching the Endless Expanse was enrapturing. If not for her phone’s clock, she would have hardly noticed the passage of time.

But she wasn’t learning anything from it. Nothing that she hadn’t already known, anyway. Irulon might be, but Irulon knew more than anyone how much time she could spend on side projects.

“I think I made a breakthrough last night,” Alyssa added. Irulon hadn’t said a word, only continued her drawing. “I managed to make a marble containing two different materials. They were mixed together chaotically, but I think I can get them organized. If I can get them evenly split down the middle, I think that will be a good first success. Maybe I can try shaping the creation after.”

“Good work. I appreciate the effort you’re putting into this.”

Alyssa winced, but couldn’t actually detect any sarcasm in Irulon’s tone or words. Simply choosing to nod her head, Alyssa slid over to the bed to let Irulon carry on in peace while she tried making new materials. The princess didn’t seem to take notice of her movement in the slightest.

She got started practicing right away. The first hour, she didn’t have any repeats of her success with two materials in a single item. None leaked, which were the ones that Alyssa considered the worst failures, but they were all solid metal or glass. Ten minutes into the second hour, she managed to do it. Another swirled ball of metal and glass. Even though it wasn’t what she had set out to do, it was more of a success than she had managed for a while, so she was happy with it.

“How much do you know about what you’re doing?”

Alyssa blinked, looking up from the swirled marble in her hand to find that Irulon had managed to tear her eyes away from the Endless Expanse. “What do you mean?”

“Do you understand the difference between this try and the previous?”

Frowning, Alyssa slowly shook her head. She had said the same things both times, clasped her hands together in the same way, and thought about the same thing. There might have been minor differences in her posture, how she held her arms with her hands together, or how quickly her hands moved apart, but… except maybe that last one, she didn’t think they mattered all that much.

“Did you notice something?” Alyssa asked.

“How well do you know those materials you are creating?”

“Uh… I’m not sure what you mean. I mean, iron is a natural element and glass is like… silicon? Probably with other stuff mixed in.”

“Sand and wood ash. Heated to the point of melting and allowed to cool. Iron, when forged from raw material, undergoes a similar process. It is heated, shaped, and cooled. Keep the materials used to make up the material in mind as well as the process said materials undergo during formation. I think that might help you out.”

“But I’ve made several marbles of only iron and only glass,” Alyssa said, gesturing toward the litter she was leaving on Irulon’s bed. “Without thinking about that stuff,” she added, just in case Irulon didn’t get why she was questioning the advice.

“Indicative of the magic allowing you to not fully comprehend every element of the process. But I believe that the more complex your intended outcome, the more of its baseline components you’ll have to know and understand. Did you not say that Tenebrael Herself had to list off elements of a human body in order to create doubles of those you brought from Earth?”

“Well, yeah.” Tenebrael said a lot of things. Still, she supposed it couldn’t hurt to look into the idea a bit more.

Advice dispensed, Irulon turned back to the Endless Expanse.

Alyssa just about started trying to make more marbles before pausing as an idea occurred to her. Pulling out her phone, she ran a few searches. The molecular structure of iron was apparently a few hexagons all connected together by lines. She didn’t understand it at all and just about set down the phone on the spot. But a glance toward Irulon steeled her will. She took a breath and doubled down.

She spent a good hour just trying to understand what she was looking at. There were tutorial videos on the internet about making sense of chemical structures. It had to do with how various elements bonded together. Which raised a new concern that she had looked up something incorrect earlier. Iron was an element and didn’t have a molecular structure in the same way that glass did. Glass was apparently silicon and oxygen in a fairly chaotic pattern. Both silicon and oxygen, along with iron, were clusters of protons, neutrons, and electrons.

It went deeper than that. She had taken high school level science classes and had seen the table of elements before. But then it got into quarks and leptons and other nonsense that almost seemed to be theoretical according to what she was reading. Already feeling mindflooded, that was where she had to pause. Maybe Irulon could make sense of it. But Alyssa wasn’t sure she needed it anyway.

When Tenebrael had been creating the body in the alley on Earth, she had listed compounds and elements. Water. Carbon. Ammonia. Lime. Other things that Alyssa was forgetting at the moment. If Tenebrael didn’t need to get down into particle physics, Alyssa wasn’t sure that she needed to either.

Impromptu science lesson over for the moment, Alyssa decided to start practicing again. She felt like she learned something, but whether or not she could apply it to the iron and glass mixed ball was just something she would have to test out on her own.

Her first ten attempts over the course of a half hour were failures. Three of them were even those leaking messes that she still wasn’t sure why they happened. They all went into a bucket Irulon had fetched the previous night after one such failure.

But the next three attempts in a row were all successful. All the swirled mess, but all still successes.

That trend continued. A few successes followed by a few failures. She tried a few different techniques to get the half-and-half solution that she wanted. For one, she tried changing from thinking only of metal to thinking only of glass halfway through. It was a tactic that she had tried a few times in the past, expecting to wind up with an iron core and glass outer shell, but like all those previous failures, she wound up with a leaking lump in her hands instead.

She really hoped those things weren’t toxic.

Glancing to Irulon, Alyssa almost asked if she had any further advice before getting an idea on her own.

Although looking up the composition of metal and glass seemed to have helped with the consistency of being able to make swirled marbles, it hadn’t been exactly what Irulon had spoken about. Irulon had mentioned the materials, yes, but she had also mentioned the forging process along with it. Metal, sand, and wood ash heated to a melting point and allowed to cool.

Alyssa spent a few minutes looking up videos more in line with that. From iron ore to a cleaning and refining facility to another facility that threw it all into a large crucible to form it into large ingots. For thoroughness, she checked out a few similar videos, even delving into steel production. Huge swaths of the actual production process were simplified or skipped entirely. Most of the videos that she had found seemed to be the kind of things they would air on weekend morning television. It had to be just interesting enough to hold the average viewer’s attention without boring them to death.

She hoped that it would be enough to fill in the gaps.

Feeling slightly more prepared, Alyssa tried once again. She didn’t expect her first attempt to be a success. And it wasn’t. It wasn’t a complete failure, but the swirled marble was no longer what she was aiming for. Setting it aside, she tried again, focusing specifically on the manufacturing process of both glass and iron. Her second and third tries went in the same way.

The eighteenth, however… Alyssa opened her eyes expecting the same result, only to feel the marble break apart in her hands. It was the first one to actually fall apart. She just about tossed the pieces to the side in disappointment only to notice that they had fallen in two distinct halves. A metal half and a glass half. They weren’t fused together and there wasn’t any glue. So without the metal and glass swirled together keeping them one piece, they couldn’t stay together. But… It was a success, right? She had created metal and glass in the same casting of the spell. The two sides being apart was an engineering error, not a manufacturing error.

Setting the two halves aside in their own section on the bed, Alyssa tried to replicate her feat. It didn’t work right away. She had to put a few more swirled marbles on the bed before she got another split one. From there, she managed to get five in a row. Though she would have to do more tests to be absolutely certain, it seemed as if the harder she concentrated on the manufacturing process, the more likely she would get what she wanted.

Which gave her yet another idea.

Alyssa pulled out her phone once again. This time, she started searching for manufacturing process of sunglasses. From a machine that bent wire into the shape of the eyeglass frame and fused on the nose and temple pieces to the shaping and molding of glass to fit inside. It seemed like a lot of glass was actually plastic, which she knew beforehand—her old sunglasses lenses had been plastic—but Alyssa hadn’t even started looking up plastic manufacturing processes. From what little she knew of petroleum refining, she had a feeling that plastic would be far more complex than glass, which had been around for centuries before plastic had even been invented. It was why she had chosen to use metal and glass in the first place. For the time being, she decided to stick with glass.

She had to wonder if she was jumping the gun a bit. It was a large leap to go from a sphere to sunglasses. But there was nothing to lose from trying.

So Alyssa closed her eyes and clasped her hands together. Most of her previous attempts, she had started the spell almost instantly. This time, she waited. There was a whole lot more to concentrate on now. From the manufacturing process of iron and glass to the formation of lens frames and glass lenses. She tried to keep it all in mind without being distracted by any outside thoughts.

Opening her eyes this time, Alyssa wound up with a tangled mess of wire and glass. She had to grin at it. While it wasn’t glasses, it was close. Some of the wire was bent in the shape of eyepieces. The glass were almost the right shape and thickness. A few wires did go right through the glass, but presumably that would be solved if she could get the frame right.

Figuring that she must have been focusing too much on the glass and not enough on the metalwork, Alyssa set the fragments aside and tried again.

An hour of attempts later and Alyssa finally had something serviceable. The lenses didn’t start in the frame, but Alyssa managed to pop them in with little effort. She had eyeglasses. Not sunglasses and it wasn’t her smooth sports sunglasses that she had before, but perhaps she could look up ways to at least tint the glass later. For now, Alyssa sat back and admired her handiwork. And all the scraps of metal and glass that came of her failures.

“I did it,” Alyssa whispered. More to confirm to herself that she actually had made progress and had created results.

Irulon still heard her. “It’s far from what you wanted, isn’t it?”

“This was the design that I looked up the manufacturing process for. Perhaps with more practice I’ll be able to tweak it, but I’m… not content with this, but pleased with it nonetheless.”

“Hm. So discovering the history and materials manufacturing techniques worked?”

“Honestly, I presume so given that I was able to do this after looking all that up, but it could have just been pure practice.” Alyssa set the glasses on her face. They were a bit too big for her and the lenses did have some minor refraction going on. Like prescription glasses. Not ideal, but something she could work on for next time. Taking off the glasses, she handed them over to Irulon for inspection.

As Irulon turned them over and over, tried them on, and bent the frame enough to break the brittle iron, Alyssa had a thought.

“Oh. Oh no.”

“Hm?”

“If I have to know the process of creation…”

“Ah… Well, a living body is created through—”

“I know how a baby is formed,” Alyssa cut in with a glare, noticing a slight smile tugging at the corners of Irulon’s lips. Taking a deep breath, she sighed. “But I suppose I’ll have to do a bit more in-depth research into the topic.”

            

    
        041.001 Interlude - Brakkt

    
    
    
    
                Brakkt strode forward, undaunted by the group of infected before him.

The group was relatively small. Twelve. No. Thirteen. One was occluded by a larger body in front of it. None looked particularly dangerous. Surely none were as aware as the infected Taker had been… or even his infected younger sister. They were the same low-level infected that he had been killing for the last week.

So far, they didn’t know where the infected were coming from. One or two might have been missed by the Astral Authority. Two or three dozen? Alyssa had a low opinion of the monsters, but even that seemed like too many. There was a theory that the Astral Authority had been interrupted. Trik suggested that Alyssa and Irulon taking down their leader had forced the rest to retreat before they had fully cleared all the infected that had crawled out of the pit.

That was the best theory he had heard so far and was definitely the one he hoped was true. The other ideas were far worse. There hadn’t been any evidence of a new pit opening—Alyssa had confirmed to him that the pit at Owlcroft had been closed. If these things were crawling out, they were coming from a new pit.

Brakkt had ventured close to the pit while going after Alyssa and Izsha on their first excursion just after arriving at Illuna. He knew well the overbearing sensation of despair that grew stronger the closer he was to the pit. The enchantments on his sword that calmed his mind and focused his will had helped to ignore it, but it had still been there.

Here, out in the wilderness a few days out from Illuna, he had yet to sense anything even remotely similar. If the pit started small, maybe even the size of a single person, it could be understandable that he wouldn’t sense much. But he still felt that he would have sensed something.

It was definitely something they were on the lookout for.

Trik had posited another possibility. While fighting the Astral Authority, the demon in charge had sent out a call for assistance. The call could have been global for all anyone knew. New infected might be arriving for weeks or months as they tried to reinforce a position that no longer held any value for the demons. That was a fairly plausible theory that, unfortunately, meant that Illuna would be dealing with infected for some time, possibly from all different directions. Though if they were heading to reinforce the former pit at Owlcroft, a great many would bypass Illuna completely as they came from different directions. Illuna’s guard were well trained and experienced in dealing with infected. Smaller towns and villages around… potentially clear to the coasts… they might have a harder time dealing with infected. No. Rather. There was no might about it.

Infected wandering through a town with no guards and no warning was a recipe for a ghost town.

Assuming that Trik’s theory had any merit at all, Brakkt had sent word back to his father regarding reinforcing towns, villages, and outposts. Despite the haste with which he had acted, it might even be too late now. There were numerous small villages. A single infected could depopulate one. This was an emergency of utmost concern.

But not a concern he could deal with at the moment.

Brakkt raised his sword, gripping its hilt with both hands. The shimmering edge of the enchanted blade came down on the nearest infected. An arm fell to the ground as the former human’s upper half split from armpit to hip. There was resistance at the bones, but his sword glided through far easier than it had on the Taker. Brakkt didn’t stop moving just because one foe had fallen.

Twisting his grip, he continued moving his sword in a wide sweep. Three legs fell from their torsos and the latter body lost half its hip. He stepped forward, crushing the skull of one of the fallen infected beneath his boot, thrusting with the point of his sword. A thrust was a dangerous attack to commit to. He had seen plenty of otherwise well-trained knights fall in battle because their sword got stuck inside the body of a dead or dying enemy.

His sword was different. Even if the bones of these infected were strong enough to withstand the enchantments on his sword, he would still be able to remove it without much effort.

As it was, Brakkt didn’t need to pull it back at all. It pierced the infected’s heart. Dragging his sword upward, he spit the thing’s chest in two.

Brakkt continued forward. He slashed, struck, and progressed through the dozen infected without a single scratch on his armor. The infected were being torn apart. Literally. Blood and body parts rained around him. They didn’t know when to retreat. They lacked the cognitive functions required to organize themselves in anything but a horde. Overwhelming numbers would be a problem, but there would have to be a lot more of them to overwhelm him.

The last infected fell, head neatly removed from its shoulders. Brakkt stepped back, slowly surveying the area. A few of the infected were still moving, sill alive. Their bodies were torn apart. They likely wouldn’t survive for long. There was no need to test that.

Brakkt methodically went around, skewering each of their skulls.

Pentagrams were already springing up around the fully dead. A few months ago, he would have paid them no mind except to destroy them shortly after they were created. Now, however, Brakkt stared at the latest one. It was… unnerving to know that there was a monster there. An invisible monster harvesting the souls of the deceased stood mere sword lengths away from him, watching him. He considered trying to slice his sword through what looked like empty space where he suspected the true demon to be.

But he held back. The true demon had fought with the Justice. Perhaps had even come out ahead against it. Even if it hadn’t, it had fought for weeks. From Irulon’s account of the Astral Authority’s leader, he had no doubt that his sword wouldn’t be able to top its damage, no matter how good its enchantments were.

So he simply watched, observing the manifesting pentagrams to ensure that all the infected were accounted for and truly dead.

Only when the last pentagram cooled did he finally return his sword to its sheath. He let out a shuddering breath as he turned his back on the battlefield and started walking back to the others. They were out a short way. Off at a small camp that they had erected specifically for burning the bodies of infected that they came across. A small temporary outpost.

He had to wonder how the other teams that were supposed to be reclaiming bodies were doing. Had they run across several living plagued individuals? Had they dealt with them? Or had they been wiped out? The reclamation teams did have a small contingent of guards with them. After he saw what this team had to deal with, he had sent a Message back to Illuna requesting that all the other teams be reinforced. The guards were well versed in dealing with infected. A dozen of them? Brakkt wasn’t sure how well they could handle what he just fought through.

Ensou met him halfway to the camp. Normally, he would have fought with the draken at his side. Ensou could handle infected. But that was part of the reason he had left the draken behind. If more of the plagued came up on the camp while he was out, he wanted someone who could handle a similar situation to be ready to fight.

But that seemed to not be a concern at the moment or Ensou wouldn’t have come to him. Patting the large draken on the side of the neck, Brakkt climbed on its back. They made it back to camp in only a few seconds from there.

Trik was waiting for him, standing just outside the ring of tents that had been set up. Hands clasped behind his back, he gave a respectful nod to Brakkt as the draken approached. “Back faster than expected,” he said once Brakkt dismounted.

“Whoever counted did a poor job. There were half as many as I was told.”

“No sign of any fleeing or otherwise hiding?” At Brakkt’s shake of a head, Trik shrugged and said, “Hard to count when they’re all meandering about randomly. Better to overstate the threat and go in prepared for worse than to find yourself overwhelmed after getting bad information.”

Brakkt couldn’t really argue with that, though he would really prefer accuracy in all circumstances. In this particular instance, no harm came of the error. Still, he would give a stern talking-to to the guardsman who had been on watch.

“Nothing amiss in the camp?”

“No other sightings of active plague carriers. Shall I gather up the men and head out to dispose of those corpses you just created?”

Taking a deep breath, Brakkt nodded slowly. There had been no sign of other infected. This area, quite a bit north of Illuna, was fairly flat and unobstructed terrain. He would have been able to see anyone that wasn’t crouched down in hiding. He supposed it was possible that an infected had done so… “Ensou will escort you. Just in case I missed one.”

Trik turned to the draken with a respectful nod. “I’ll take care of it. Go take a break. You’ve earned it.”

Brakkt didn’t argue. Leaving the cleanup to everyone else, he headed back toward his tent. Trik split off to go toward what was the current communal tent. Most people had been standing by, waiting for Brakkt to finish anyway. It didn’t take much to organize them and get them out to where the fight had taken place. His tent was a smaller thing that he had brought himself. Just large enough to fit him and Ensou with a single small bedroll inside.

He sloughed off some of his armor. Not all of it. At the moment, he was the primary defender of the camp and didn’t want to be completely defenseless. Even still, he was fairly exhausted. Fighting always took a decent chunk of energy out of him. Being out on the hunt for infected didn’t help. Same with living in a tent and eating military rations. When outside a city or town, he much preferred to hunt for his own food. Not really an option at the moment unless he and Ensou wanted to leave the camp to their own defenses.

Most draining of all was knowing what he was missing out on back in Illuna.

Alyssa had found the apophis. It was apparently much larger than Rokien had implied…

“Ugh…” he grumbled to himself. I want to go back. Duty called, but his personal interests were calling just as hard.

He knew in his mind that the apophis wasn’t even around Illuna anymore. It was somewhere else. Probably at the oasis, but maybe not even there if Volta thought to move it. Even still, his heart wanted to rush back and find the monster just to see what it might be like. It couldn’t speak according to Alyssa, but perhaps it could use its tail to write. What questions he had for such a monster… He could spend weeks conversing, he was sure.

Just thinking about all the things he might ask made him long to leave even more. He had to put it out of his mind.

If the apophis was going to stick around the city, it wouldn’t have been that bad. He could have been patient knowing that he would be able to meet it upon his return. But the thought that it might vanish into the wilds forever hurt.

Brakkt shook his head as he took a seat on the ground near his bedroll. Some of his armor was covered in bodily fluids that he did not wish to get into his bed. The cloth he had been using to keep his armor tidy was in desperate need of replacement, but there wasn’t much out here to clean it with. No nearby rivers or lakes. The water they carried was for consumption, not for cleaning. In a day, the camp was going to continue moving around the perimeter of Owlcroft. There would be a river then, but…

To take his mind off other topics, Brakkt focused entirely on maintaining his armor. His sword could use a little work as well. Its enchantments kept it sharp, but they did not extend to its cleanliness. So far, he had never spotted a flake of rust upon its blade. No need to test whether or not that would persist if he left it coated in infected innards.

Brakkt kept his eyes closed as he cleaned, relying on his experience to guide him. It was a peaceful and relaxing exercise. Almost meditative. The smooth curves of his armor under his fingers were familiar enough that he could tell exactly which piece he had in his hands. For the sword, there weren’t multiple pieces to it. Yet his hands glided over it in carefully practiced movements without any danger of accidentally cutting himself.

“Sir.”

Brakkt glanced up, wondering why Trik was at his tent so soon. He just about asked until he noticed a few things. Trik’s outfit was coated in a fresh layer of dusty brown dirt. His boots in particular were far muddier than he normally kept them. Behind Trik, outside the tent, the sky had changed as well. The light was a much harsher orange.

Looking down at his gear, Brakkt found it all spotless. Or as spotless as it could get without clean cloth to maintain it. Taking care of his gear was not a short task. It had been… hours. Three? Four? Brakkt didn’t ask. He simply looked back to Trik, setting his sword aside as he gave the commander his full attention.

“No issues?”

“Pentagrams have been destroyed and bodies are being carted to the disposal point.”

“Good.”

Trik nodded, but he hesitated in leaving. Both his hands were clasped behind his back as he looked down on Brakkt.

“Was there something else?”

“There was a monster observing us. The Astral Authority creature with numerous eyes.”

Brakkt tensed, getting to his feet. The tension drained slowly. Trik was fine. He looked messy, but that came from work, not combat. Whatever happened had not been a concern. Still… “You didn’t Message me?”

“It’s gone now,” Trik continued. “Flew off toward Owlcroft. I thought to send you a Message but hesitated, remembering how they acted back at the wall. They ignored us completely except when we started interacting with them. They didn’t fight us, but the way they looked at us when anyone mentioned attacking them had me ordering the men to ignore it and pretend that it didn’t exist. It seemed to have worked.”

“Understandable,” Brakkt said after a long breath. He was just glad that no one had gotten hurt. “Alyssa did say that the Astral Authority might still be around, but they are locked out of their transit and should be far less numerous as a result. If the few that are around want to come take care of the stragglers, that’s fine with me. Takes away some of my work.”

Still, it was mildly concerning. He would have to send a Message to Alyssa sooner rather than later. He meant to send her one a day ago. Then again a day before that. But every day, he kept hoping that he would simply return home and give her a debriefing in person. However, this could be a problem. Especially if their leader returned. A Message would have to be sent.

A part of him hoped that the Astral Authority would come back. At least in smaller numbers. Them cleaning up the infected again would let him go back to Illuna all the sooner.

“Keep an eye out for more. I don’t imagine we’ll need to double the watch, but have everyone on guard be aware that they should search the skies just as much as they are watching the ground. Ensure that no one tries to interact with them. They should leave us alone even if they are here in force.”

“Understood. I’ll let the men know.”

Trik started to turn away, but Brakkt stopped him with a gesture.

“The other camps,” Brakkt started. “Has there been any word from them yet?”

Slowly, Trik shook his head. “I can check again with the Messenger, but since the last time you asked…”

“I see. How well do you think the men here would be able to fend off an attack by infected?”

“Our group is the smallest. Others would have an easier time than we would. Their training seems roughly on par with the Lyrian plague containment team. A gathering like today’s may prove difficult, but if we can scatter them, draw them apart, or otherwise pick them off one by one, I imagine we wouldn’t have too much difficulty. Planning on going to investigate on your own?”

“We haven’t received Messages thus far. I imagine it may already be too late. Illuna was supposed to send reinforcements. Perhaps the Messengers of the groups were the only ones harmed. But someone should investigate. Ensou can get me around the area of operation far faster than anyone else would be able.”

“When will you be leaving?”

“Tonight. Just after a meal. And I may make a short stop at Illuna to resupply and see if their reinforcements have contact information. I want you to send a Message directly to me before and after every engagement with hostile forces. During if you are ambushed. Fail to do so and I will have to assume that you’ve been wiped out.”

Trik pressed his lips together, nodding. “I understand. I’ll order the cook to prepare tonight’s meal now so that you may leave sooner.”

“I appreciate it.”

            

    
        042.001 Tether - Rip and Tear

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa stood over a long wooden table set up in a small cave a half-a-day’s draken ride out from Illuna. Both hands were hovering a foot above the table, making her look like she was about to slam them down on the keys of an organ as she played some creepy music fitting for an old horror movie. Haunted organ music wouldn’t have been out of place for what she was currently doing either. A bit of The Ghost and Mr. Chicken soundtrack would have fit perfectly. She was in the middle of some real mad scientist stuff at the moment.

Or mad arcanist stuff.

A bright glow emanated from her palms. The luminous darkness that was common to all of Tenebrael’s magic flooded the cave. Between the table and her hands, something started to form.

It had two legs, two arms, a single head, and a torso holding it all together. Humanoid, though not perfectly human. The feet were more like bird feet, similar to the talons of a falcon. Three toes faced forward. One backward. All four were tipped with black, razor sharp claws. The hands were more human-like with five fingers including a thumb, though it too had claws rather than proper fingernails. They were shorter, but would probably have to be filed down further. The ears were another big difference. They looked like large fish fins slapped onto the side of the otherwise humanoid head. Mostly humanoid head. The teeth were a bit sharper than normal human teeth, though they couldn’t be that large or they wouldn’t fit into the mouth properly. The eyes were wide open, vacant as they stared up at the cave’s ceiling. There were no whites, just speckled green with vertically slit pupils. Titanium scales covered most of the body, though the face was plain. They gleamed silver underneath the light of the magic.

As soon as the body was complete, Alyssa allowed her hands to drop to her sides.

The body on the table before her, formerly rigid, lost all tension in its muscles. It couldn’t really slump while lying on the table, but it did sag. Its head lolled to one side, blank eyes staring at nothing despite being open.

There was nothing inside it. No software piloting the hardware, to use Tenebrael’s analogy. It was technically alive, though it wouldn’t be for long. So far, no body Alyssa had created had actually tried breathing on its own. They just asphyxiated after a few minutes unless she intervened. The first few, she had kept alive as long as possible through CPR. Not so much the chest pumps. As far as she and Irulon could tell, the heart beating was something that went on without outside stimulus needed. But breathing for the body seemed to be required.

She hadn’t bothered to keep them alive in the last few weeks. It was more effort than they really felt necessary.

The hope, at the moment, was that breathing would be more or less automatic for the body once someone actually got put inside it. Irulon theorized that breathing, since it was possible to control manually, required higher brain functions to work. The heart didn’t. It wasn’t possible to hold a heartbeat like it was possible to hold in a breath. It seemed logical and Tenebrael hadn’t discounted the theory, so that was a minor concern.

The biggest fear at the moment was that long-term bodily functions wouldn’t work. It was hard to test such things given the short lifespan without someone literally breathing for the body. If Alyssa somehow messed up and connected the digestive system backwards, she imagined that the dragon would not be all that happy with her.

Alyssa started out with a few preliminary tests. She wiggled all the joints, making sure they were connected. The fingers flexed properly, as did the toes… she was pretty sure anyway. The toes were a bit more alien to her than the hands. But they were all connected and didn’t feel like they were floating around, only contained by the skin. That had been an issue in some of the earlier iterations of the body.

The spine was another thing she had to pay careful attention to. Especially when she started trying for bigger alterations. Pushing the body over onto its back, she found three large errors. Two wings and a tail. The additions themselves were not errors. She had meant to create them. But it was obvious she had created them incorrectly. The wings were… not at all attached to the body. She could tell that much just by looking. They were small. Vestigial, almost. Even if they were somehow attached to the skeleton, she doubted that there was enough musculature attached to them to get some flight. Not to mention the fact that their size would probably have to be increased to the point where most of the body was wing just to get the lift necessary to get off the ground. Real dragons could apparently fly despite their massive size. Alyssa didn’t know how big their wings actually were, but she suspected they would have to be huge. That or they just used magic to fly.

Probably the latter.

There was a tail. It felt attached to the spine—humans had a vestigial tail in the tailbone, so extending that wasn’t a huge issue. But the way it meshed with the back and butt was completely wrong. She wasn’t sure that a creature with a tail like that would be able to walk, let alone defecate properly. There were monsters with roughly humanoid forms that had tails. Fela, for example. But Fela’s tail didn’t start right where the human tailbone came out. It was just a bit higher up.

Cutting off the feet and making them bird talons wasn’t that difficult. Slapping scales onto it had been easy as well. But adding things that just weren’t supposed to be there was nearly impossible.

Alyssa had tried to create a hellhound body with modifications, but that had wound up with far more failures than this one. Just the base skeleton had been completely wrong. Although Fela looked human at a glance, the failure made Alyssa think that something at least slightly strange was going on underneath her skin. Something she didn’t understand.

And, as she had discovered, understanding what she was doing was key to creation.

Leaving the body on the table, Alyssa headed out to a larger side-path in the cave. Irulon’s experimental station. It was similar to Alyssa’s spot except quite a bit larger. Much… fouler smelling as well. The bodies were organic and living. Even if they weren’t actually real people, they still decomposed like one. When they got too rancid, they took them out to a deep grave that would probably confuse future archaeologists for centuries. It was filled with all sorts of failed creations. From humans to humanoids like the one Alyssa had just created to malformed entities that really just didn’t have names but looked like they belonged in some eldritch horror movie.

At the moment, Irulon had her hands deep in the chest cavity of another body. One that Alyssa had created a few hours prior. It was a regular human body. No taloned feet, clawed hands, or scales. Just a practice human. Its ribcage had been split straight down the center and pried open. A stomach, lungs, heart, liver, and several other internal organs were sitting on large plates nearby. Irulon was currently extracting several feet of intestine from its abdomen.

Alyssa tried not to gag. The first few times had been beyond nauseating. She had conflicted feelings about being able to say that she was used to it now. It really looked like a horror movie scene. The place the teenage protagonists would wander into unsuspectingly twenty minutes in. The place that revealed both to them and the audience that they were really in trouble. If this were a movie, Irulon would probably slowly turn around with a maniacal grin as she brandished some common tool as a lethal weapon.

As it was, Irulon merely glanced over her shoulder, acknowledged Alyssa’s presence, and went right back to work.

“This body,” she said, “is consistent with the previous seven. I dare say you’re improving.”

“It looks functional too then?”

“Quite.”

“Good. I’ve got another one for you. One of the… other types—” Alyssa grimaced as Irulon gave a sharp tug on the intestines. The ripping and slop sounds were not pleasant on the ear. “I’m honestly not sure it will work well,” she said, hoping to disguise her discomfort by continuing strong. “The human body just wasn’t meant for wings or even really a tail. And I’m still skeptical about the feet being able to support the rest of the body’s weight. Will the ears be able to actually hear things with them being all fin-like?” Alyssa shook her head, genuinely uncertain. “We should probably just stick with a human body. Sorry, dragon, but maybe if we had a few years to experiment further. Maybe we could modify the body after it is made.”

“You’ve made a great amount of progress in only a few weeks,” Irulon started. Setting the tangled mess of intestines down in a large wooden bucket on the floor, she stopped and turned to fully face Alyssa.

And once again, the horror movie tropes were in full force. She wore a large leather apron completely covered in blood, both fresh and old browned stains. Her arms, completely bare, were dripping from her elbows down to the tips of her fingers. For a moment, she stared, eyes flicking between their black and white form and their usual violet. Conversing with the dragon, likely.

After a long moment, she finally spoke again. “We suppose that there won’t be an issue with a more humanoid form. Scaled skin is not a problem you listed, however. Would that be doable?”

“I mean, possibly? Given how long the bodies last, we don’t know if there are long term problems with it. Will new scales grow in if the old ones fall out? Will the body shed properly? Gangrene? Necrotizing of the skin? Who knows what kind of problems there will be. The amount of research I had to do on the human body to get it working was absurd. Such research doesn’t exist for monsters. Not even poking and prodding Fela and Kasita has helped. I’m basically having to invent everything as I go and I don’t know if it is all working.”

“That’s what I’m here for,” Irulon said, splattering a bit of blood around the room as she waved at the corpse. Not that the blood was really noticeable. The entire room was essentially painted in the stuff. Which probably contributed to the smell. The whole place would need a healthy dose of Annihilator when they finished. “I owe a great deal to my companion. It would mean a lot if we could grant at least part of this request.”

“I mean, I’ll try. I’m just worried that something is going to go wrong. It would be best if we only have to do this once.”

“Believe me. None of us want to make this a regular thing. That’s why we’re spending so much extra time on it, making sure that everything is perfect the first time.”

“Do you want to take a look at the one I just made? Or shall I just toss it with the others?”

“I’ll trust your judgment that it won’t work. It might still be interesting to look at, however. I’ll come get it in a few minutes if you want to just leave it on the side.”

“Might take a brief breather.”

Irulon sniffed the air for a moment before shrugging like she didn’t smell anything. Or rather, she was probably just used to it. Even Alyssa didn’t find it nearly as offensive as she had a week or two ago. The area she spent most of her time in was, after all, part of the same cave. They didn’t even have doors on the chambers to act as mild barriers. Not that doors would help. The stench of rot and death permeated thoroughly through the entire cave. Even outside it, the smell was present unless the day was particularly windy.

“I would join you, but if I stop, I’m going to want to get cleaned up. No point in getting cleaned up while I’ve still got another body to tear into.”

“Suit yourself. I’ll be back soon to try your new suggestion.”

Nodding her head, Irulon turned back to the open chest cavity of the cadaver on the table. Alyssa left her to the corpse, heading out of the cave. It wasn’t that big of a cave. She wasn’t even sure if it counted as a real cave. It might just be an alcove, carved out by an ancient stream that had long since dried up or maybe pure wind over who knew how many years.

Or maybe Tenebrael had hand crafted it. Alyssa honestly wasn’t sure how the formation of worlds went or who was responsible for it. Creating a world seemed like a significantly larger task than merely managing one, but who could say when angels were concerned.

The cave led upwards until it met the surface, coming out on the side of a small hill. Although the interior looked mostly natural, wooden supports had been put up at various points and the entrance had clearly been crafted by hand. Irulon speculated that it had, at one point in time, been used by criminal elements. Either to hold goods or to act as a hideout from where they would ambush travelers. There wasn’t any evidence that it had been used recently. Just some minor grooves in the land around it that had come from wagons being pulled around. They were so faint that Alyssa didn’t notice them even after having them pointed out to her. Irulon had followed them all the way to the cave’s entrance.

Further evidence of former human habitation came from a well that had been dug down in the valley between two rolling hills. A fairly even path led down to it, which was where Alyssa was headed. Musca and Izsha should be down there if they hadn’t gone off hunting. They usually did leave, though. They weren’t too impressed with the smell around the cave either. Fela hadn’t wanted to come since the first day or two. Kasita didn’t even like it and she didn’t have a real nose.

Alyssa found none of her companions down at the well. But she didn’t find it completely empty. One person stood around like she had been waiting for Alyssa’s arrival.

“Hey,” Alyssa said. “Did you make that cave up there?”

Tenebrael looked over like she hadn’t known Alyssa was on the way. A notion Alyssa found absolutely ridiculous unless Iosefael had fallen down the well or something equally unlikely. She blinked twice before flicking her eyes up the hill. “What do you mean by that?”

“I mean this whole world. Did it already exist when you became its Dominion or did you make it yourself?”

“Ah. No. The Throne crafted everything that exists.”

“Are we like… in the universe? The same one as Earth, I mean. Like can I look up at the night’s sky and find Earth if I had a powerful enough telescope?”

“You would be correct in that assumption, though I believe Earth would actually only be visible from the northern hemisphere. Maybe during some parts of the year, but this world doesn’t have as much axial tilt as Earth does, so probably not.”

“I had been wondering about that,” Alyssa mused to herself. “I’ve been here for a few months now and there doesn’t seem to be much in the way of seasons. Food is grown year round too.”

“There are seasons, but nothing so drastic as what you are used to.”

“Huh. Well, I think things are progressing well. Haven’t managed to make a monster of my own that doesn’t look like it would die instantly or be in constant excruciating pain. The dragon seems to have given up on that aside from maybe some scales. Don’t know why. It’s lived in a human body for a few years and has expressly stated that it doesn’t care if it gets a human body or not.”

“I look forward to your end result,” Tenebrael said with a smile. She had offered to create the body herself—it was something she thought she could do given her ability to create a duplicate for the Earthlings—but Alyssa had rejected it. If she had been completely unable to craft a body on her own, Alyssa would have agreed. But her skills in manufacturing creations had gotten much better after some tutoring from Irulon and Tenebrael. She even had a brand new pair of sunglasses on at the moment.

The biggest reason that Alyssa wanted to do this was because she had said that she would. The more she learned about how to work Tenebrael’s magic, the better off she figured that she would be. This was a perfect opportunity to get instruction on how to use it during a time when Tenebrael was being helpful. In the future, a situation might arise where Tenebrael was less likely to want to help her out. Especially if her rulebook said she couldn’t.

Relying on Tenebrael was a secondary concern. Although she had been helpful in showing exactly where Alyssa had been going wrong, she still might up and disappear for days or weeks or even months again. If Alyssa had accepted Tenebrael’s offer, she might still be under the misguided impression that she would have to look up the exact process of how a human formed in the womb, from conception to birth. The whole growing process was another ordeal—the dragon wasn’t interested in being stuck in an infant’s body, especially not a human infant—that Alyssa did not need to fully comprehend in order to craft an adult human body.

That wasn’t to say that the process was simple. For an inanimate object like sunglasses, the process of construction did help some. For a body, she had discovered that knowing the anatomy of a human was far more important. She had taken an entry level anatomy class back in the early days of her college career, but that hadn’t been nearly good enough. Over the past few weeks, she had studied and studied and watched videos and even dove her hands into the bodies she had created alongside Irulon. Even with all that studying, Irulon’s presence was invaluable. The princess had some experience with taking apart human bodies and had been able to point out all sorts of errors that Alyssa had made during construction.

“Irulon hasn’t specified a date yet. She and the dragon want to be absolutely certain that everything is in order before they commit. Despite all the time they’ve been spending taking apart bodies, they’ve still got a few details of the spell to rearrange. A good portion of that is because parts of the ritual will change based on the physical dimensions of the body. Once they finalize how they want the body to be, I have to be able to make consistent bodies over and over again. With them checking it out, I imagine there won’t be any problems. Still… I would appreciate it if you would check my work before they actually start.”

“Of course, Alyssa. I would be happy to.”

“Good. Great. That’s a small weight off my mind. I’m glad you showed up though. I had a few questions about some things I noticed while using your power the other day and was wondering if you might help enlightening me.”

“I’ll answer if I can.”

Alyssa didn’t ask right away. She put her hands behind her back as she walked around the well, considering what to say. Eventually, she decided to simply start at the beginning. “You almost always say something when casting a miracle. Or whatever you call whatever it is you do. Like ‘creating portal to Earth’ or something.”

“It’s usually a bit more involved than that, but continue.”

“Since creating matter doesn’t seem to require me talking to myself, I started trying to do other things without making any requests to you or other verbalizations. Much like how I do regular human-style magic. And I think figuring out how to create a human body has given me a few clues I needed to do other things as well.”

“Such as?”

Alyssa pressed her lips together, wondering if she should actually tell Tenebrael or not. But… she needed more information. Tenebrael was really the only supply of information regarding this particular topic. So, Alyssa held out a hand. A blinding ring of light appeared, hovering above her outstretched fingertips. Almost identical to Tenebrael’s halo. The light wasn’t quite the same. It didn’t produce that warmth that came from true angelic halos.

Even still, Tenebrael stared at it with wide eyes. “How did you do that?”

“I understand a lot more about light than I did a few weeks ago. Even with how shoddy my rushed knowledge is… well…” Alyssa waved her hand forward. The halo followed her movements. “Let there be light.”

“So you’re creating light much like you would create sunglasses? Clever, but—”

“I don’t think so. I think this is more akin to a real spell. Or miracle. Whatever. It is a subtle difference, but…”

Tenebrael hummed. One gloved hand stretched forward to touch it before she paused, drawing back and swapping to her ungloved right hand. “Interesting,” she said, tapping it with a black-painted fingernail. “Interesting,” she repeated.

“Understanding is the key to using your power, isn’t it. I have to know not only what I want to achieve, but at least most of the process to get there. But once I know, I can do it. So, if I wanted to visit Earth…”

Tenebrael glanced up, looking not at all angry or upset that Alyssa had suggested going back there. Being there had been what set off the Astral Authority in the first place. Who knew what going back might do. Instead of upset, Tenebrael smiled. “You recall that mathematics lesson I tried to give you?”

Alyssa grimaced, making Tenebrael chuckle.

“Maybe some day,” she said, reaching out to pat Alyssa on the head.

“I’m not a dog,” Alyssa said, batting the hand away after the third pat. “But… if not teleportation, perhaps you could help me understand some other things.”

“What is it you wish to know?”

Alyssa paused. “Would local portals be too impossible to understand how to create? Something just from here to Illuna. Or Illuna to Lyria,” she asked, deciding to start small. It was related to going to Earth, but different enough that Tenebrael might be willing to offer some insight. And if she did…

Perhaps she could expand on that knowledge later.

            

    
        042.002 Tether - Knock Knock

    
    
    
    
                The body’s design had finally been finalized. Irulon has sketched out an almost disturbingly detailed image of what the dragon wanted from a whole variety of angles. And it wasn’t just the outside that Irulon had drawn. Alyssa had a skeleton drawn out. Another series of sketches laid musculature over the top. Irulon had even gone all out in drawing circulatory and nervous systems. Understanding that Alyssa needed accurate information to create things, she had gone all out in the sketches.

Of course, the most detailed of the drawings were the ones of it whole.

It was a female body. Alyssa was honestly not sure whether or not the dragon was female. Or had been female. Technically, it was just a spooky ghost at the moment, possessing Irulon’s body. At this point, she was somewhat afraid to ask. Would it be rude? Irulon only ever referred to it as ‘my companion’, ‘the dragon’, or simply ‘it’. It could just be that the dragon was used to Irulon’s body and, not caring, had chosen for familiarity.

In keeping with the familiarity theory, the new body was roughly the same size as Irulon. Not quite as tall as Alyssa was. The face had almost the same sharp and pointed features that Irulon had along with her straight brown hair. The similarities ended there. Irulon was not a twig, but she definitely didn’t have the same muscles that Alyssa had. Her biceps were far less defined and her core was almost nonexistent. Being able to have a completely designer body, the dragon had opted to go for more of Alyssa’s style of musculature than Irulon’s.

Though the dragon wouldn’t really look like either of them. Mostly because of the scales. The titanium scales were really the only inhuman element of the new body, but they were quite a large and obvious element. They didn’t cover the entire body. The arms and legs were scaled, but the hands and feet were not. Both were much more human than some of Alyssa’s earlier experiments. The hands were slightly clawed, but only at the fingertips. Aside from the limbs, the scales were mostly around the shoulders and back, with some extending about halfway up the neck. Unfortunately for the dragon, the face just had too much intricacies to cover in hard scales and still be workable. Same with most of the torso. Perhaps if Alyssa had more time to experiment, she could find out a solution or find a monster with a similar scale pattern to examine thoroughly, but the fact was that they were running out of time.

Not completely. Technically, they could have months or maybe even years yet. Tenebrael herself wasn’t even one hundred percent positive that the tangled souls would have a negative overall impact. But Irulon and the dragon both wanted to separate sooner rather than later to avoid any potential complications.

In Alyssa’s private opinion, she had to wonder whether or not the dragon was getting excited about having a body of its own. According to Irulon, it was quite happy with the current situation. But having its own body had to be enticing.

Alyssa, Irulon, and the dragon all wondered about the possibility of alterations after a soul was inhabiting the body. That would let Alyssa learn more and make more interesting alterations. Maybe even give the dragon wings. Or other people. Alyssa felt fairly comfortable in her own skin. There wasn’t much she thought she would change about herself. But maybe Irulon, because of having a dragon inside her for so long, would like some scales.

Probably not, but it was amusing to consider.

Unfortunately for scaled Irulon, modifying bodies seemed… difficult. She had yet to make it work on any of their experimental creations. Alyssa had no doubt that Tenebrael would be able to modify a person’s physical body. But she had extreme doubts whether she would be able to modify a person’s physical body. The rules she was bound to would probably stop her before she even thought about it.

Glancing at her phone, Alyssa decided that it was about time her break came to an end. Though it wasn’t really a break. Just a brief time when she swapped from creating bodies to studying the sketches. She folded up Irulon’s notebook as she headed up the path to their cave hideout. Four of her last five creations were perfect in Irulon’s examinations. Unfortunately, Alyssa wanted ten of ten perfect before they actually began.

Halfway up the hill, she had to stop. A moving light off in the distance caught her eye, backgrounded by the rings of the planet. It took her a moment of squinting to realize exactly what she was looking at. It helped that it was getting closer.

A thousand boiling eyes stared back at her.

A Kindness.

The Astral Authority.

Just one. Not a giant swarm of them. Alyssa knew they were in the area. Brakkt had sent her a Message about spotting one a few days back. There probably wouldn’t even be more than the one nearby.

Taking her pistol from her holster, Alyssa raised it, aimed, and fired without a word. A beam of black-white light fired, curving slightly to account for her poor aim at this range. A husk of eyes spiraled down to the ground, leaving a trail of black smoke in its wake. Alyssa didn’t bother hiking out to inspect the corpse. If it wasn’t dead, it would probably continue to try to observe her. She would just shoot it down again.

Figuring out a bit more about Tenebrael’s power was handy, to say the least. Not having to speak a request to Tenebrael before obliterating a pesky Kindness was nice. Nicer still was the fact that their cave had a door.

A large sheet of solid metal covered up the entire entrance to the cave. It was broken only by a smooth metal door. Alyssa flipped the latch and immediately grimaced. It wasn’t an air-tight door, but it did help some. Or, more accurately, it helped restrict airflow, making the inside far more stagnant than it had been a few days before. For that reason alone, Alyssa was considering tearing it out.

But they shouldn’t actually need to be here for all that much longer. Now that the body had been finalized, Irulon was spending a great deal of time adapting the ritual she had created to the body’s dimensions. Once she was done and once Alyssa was happy with her work, they could leave. Maybe even blowing this place up in their wake just to spare anyone else from stumbling across it.

Wondering how difficult it would be to make a gas mask, Alyssa trudged into the cave, breathing from her mouth only. Today’s task was a simple one. Practice making the same body over and over again. Some might find it boring. With all the concentrating that she had to do, it was almost more meditative. A peaceful endeavor.

At least, it should have been. Just as she sat down in her room, ready to try again, she heard something. A repeated banging. Metal against metal. It took Alyssa a long moment to figure out just what it was. At first, she thought it was Irulon doing something. But Irulon didn’t want to disturb Alyssa’s meditative work any more than she wanted to be disturbed herself.

The door.

Someone was knocking at the door. That had to be it. With wary steps, Alyssa headed back down the cave to the entrance. Her spell cards were in her hand. She wasn’t positive that she needed them anymore. Not while connected to Tenebrael. But she actually had no idea how Spectral Chains worked in the slightest which meant that she wouldn’t be able to replicate the effect using Tenebrael’s power. For most beings, mortals especially, steel chains would probably work. Still, there was the possibility that Tenebrael’s power would vanish at an inopportune moment. It probably wouldn’t, but Alyssa wasn’t willing to take the chance by throwing away her spell cards.

On her way, she passed Irulon coming out of her wing of the cave system.

“Brakkt?” Alyssa asked with a raised eyebrow.

“He didn’t send me a Message,” Irulon said, falling in step alongside Alyssa. “And he probably would have just walked in.”

The same was true for Fela and Kasita. The door had a latch, but it didn’t really have a lock. Aside from those three and the draken, no one else really knew about their secret laboratory.

Bright light highlighted the edges of the door. Unfortunately, Alyssa hadn’t thought to put a window in it.

“Who is there?” Alyssa called out.

The knocking stopped. There was a long pause that made Alyssa more nervous than anything. Someone she knew would have answered right away. This was clearly no one she knew.

And she was standing an obvious position. Alyssa had learned from the Taker that obvious positions were easy to hit, even if the actual target wasn’t visible. Regular people using Annihilator didn’t have quite the power that Alyssa did, but she would still die if someone like Lumen aimed that spell in her direction. Even with the door in the way. It would melt almost instantly.

Alyssa slammed her shoulder into the door, hoping to surprise any would-be assailants on the other side. Spectral Chains were already forming in the air before she even saw a target for them.

She hadn’t been inside the cave nearly long enough for her eyes to adjust to the dim, potion-lit chambers. Even still, she found herself blinking a few times before her eyes focused on the person standing in front of the door.

“Red?” Alyssa said as the chains wrapped around Volta’s cursed sword companion. Even after recognizing who it was, she still didn’t undo the chains. The cursed sword made her nervous. “What are you doing here? How do you even know about this place?”

Red didn’t answer right away. With a look on the human puppet’s face somewhere between amused and vapid, she looked down and tugged slightly on the chains. Not enough to count as an escape attempt. Just enough to give a little test. Without looking back up to Alyssa, she giggled. “Knew you were in the area. Just had to follow the smell.”

Alyssa opened her mouth, about to ask if cursed swords had enhanced senses. She stopped when she realized that she honestly had no idea how far away someone would have to be to detect this place. It wasn’t just the corpses inside the cave either. There was a whole mass grave fulled with rotting bodies.

Perhaps it would be wise to fill the grave with water and weigh down the bodies. That should reduce the odor coming from there. With Tenebrael’s power, it was something she could do as well.

But that was something to discuss with Irulon—who had taken to leaning up against the cave wall just out of sight—later on. For the time being… “You still didn’t answer why you are here. Where’s Volta? Did something happen?”

“Mhgm… So many questions,” she grumbled under her breath with a grimace set on her face. The cursed sword tried to lift her non-sword hand. The chains were still firmly in place.

Irulon sighed. Quietly, she said, “I’ve got work to do. You can handle this.”

“Gee, thanks,” Alyssa grumbled as Irulon started back further into the cave. She had work to be doing too. Sure, it was just more practice, but this was the dragon’s body and it deserved a little more practice. But Irulon didn’t care about her thoughts. After shooting a glare over her shoulder that she was positive Irulon noticed despite the other woman’s back being turned, Alyssa refocused on the cursed sword. “Red?” she tried again, voice far more firm. “Why are you here?”

A shudder wracked the cursed sword’s body. Her eyes snapped up, glaring at Alyssa with obvious hostility. If not for the chains, Alyssa was sure she would have been attacked. As it was, the cursed sword barely moved. Whatever anger—or eagerness—overtook the sword for the moment died off with a heavy breath. “I protect Volta,” the sword ground out as if each word stung the insides of her lips. “I… didn’t protect Volta.”

Alyssa instantly tensed, looking around for any sign of trouble. “What happened?” she asked, feeling that the cursed sword needed additional prompting.

“They… knew,” Red bit out. “They were ready. Separated me,” she said, eyes turning to the sword in her hand. “Couldn’t cut. Couldn’t slice. Reunited. Sliced. Cut. Couldn’t find Volta.”

“Volta is missing.”

“Missing,” Red said, bobbing her head.

Frowning, pressing her lips together, Alyssa asked just one question. “Who did it?”

“Humans.”

“Did they say who they were? Were there icons or emblems on their clothing? Did they have any unique colors on their outfits or horses? What kinds of weapons did they use?”

She should have continued to limit her questions. With every one, Red’s grimace intensified as if being physically pained by having to think about them. All until Alyssa asked the final questions. At that, Red perked up with a lopsided grin.

“Swords,” she said. “Bad swords. Not like me. They weren’t sharp. Couldn’t cut me. I cut them. Destroyed them. And their hosts. But some were already gone. Volta too.”

Hosts, Alyssa thought, wondering if there actually had been another cursed sword among them or if all swords had hosts in the mind of a cursed sword. But that wasn’t really relevant at the moment. Volta was missing. Kidnapped, it sounded like. And not by regular highwaymen and brigands that attacked travelers out in the Plains of the Dead. They wouldn’t have been prepared for Red. She supposed that it was possible that they had disarmed Red without knowing what she was, but it sounded more like Red’s sword had been specifically targeted.

If only Red were a little more articulate.

There were a lot of reasons to want to go after Volta, the fact that she was a monster aside. Volta was a public figure, likely quite wealthy on her own. She was a trusted adviser to Martin and the rest of Illuna’s nobility. She was a moderately powerful arcanist. Or played one. Alyssa hadn’t ever asked what rank Volta claimed to be, but suspected at least four. Possibly five. Besides all that, Volta had been a proponent of the monsters integrating and allying with Illuna.

Something like that was sure to piss some people off. Yora, for instance, probably wasn’t too happy with that.

And if people did know that Volta was a monster, there were a whole slew of other reasons why they might want to capture or kill her.

Alyssa had a flood of questions she wanted to ask, including all the ones she had just asked that Red had decided to ignore in favor of talking about swords. But she narrowed it down. “Did they know Volta was not human?”

The answer could inform the actual amount of danger that Volta was in. If they didn’t know and one of the kidnappers tried slicing Volta’s throat, Alyssa imagined that it would be possible for the body double to ‘die’ while the hidden real body just stood by and watched only to escape later unnoticed. If they did know…

Unfortunately, Red shook her head. “Don’t know. Maybe. Maybe not.”

Useful. “When were you attacked? How long ago did this happen?” Alyssa asked. She immediately frowned at having asked two questions, even if they were the same question phrased in different ways.

Surprisingly, Red didn’t seem to mind this time. “One night passed. Was walking the entire time, heading here. Don’t know where Volta is. I want to cut. To slice.” Red twitched a bit as she spoke before calming. “Don’t know where to cut and slice. Needed help. Here is closer than the Oasis. Volta trusted you. So show me. Bring me to Volta so I can cut and slice and stab and rend and—”

“Okay.” Alyssa let the chains fall. She was a little nervous about the way Red acted when she got agitated, but she couldn’t just keep the chains up permanently. It made it much too difficult to move around for one. When Alyssa inevitably called for Izsha, she couldn’t just keelhaul the cursed sword around either. “Stay here for just a minute. I’ll be back soon. Then we’ll find Volta.”

Half turning—Alyssa did not want to expose her back to the cursed sword even if Red seemed to be following orders—she headed back further into the cave. Away from the entrance, her shuffle turned to a hasty powerwalk. Arriving in Irulon’s chambers, Alyssa didn’t even bat an eye at Irulon holding an eye in her hand, examining it under a glass lens.

“Might be taking the day off,” Alyssa said. “It seems as if Volta has been kidnapped.”

“Sounds like something I’ll be leaving to you. Good luck. Try not to be gone for too long.”

“Yeah. I know. Not optimal timing for this.”

“It’s fine. Assuming your progress continues at the same pace, you’ll be ready with only a little more practice.”

“Still, I feel bad.”

“Nonsense. My issue still has plenty of time left. Being captured by subversive entities is less temporally forgiving.”

“I don’t suppose you might have ideas on how to rapidly locate a kidnapped individual? I was planning on having Izsha or Fela follow the trail like we did for Oxart, but anything to speed up the process would be welcome. Once I get close enough, I can probably just look for them,” Alyssa said, tapping her temple. Since she had reconnected with Tenebrael, she could close her eyes and concentrate a bit to observe souls. It didn’t really have a range, so theoretically, she could find them right now. But beyond a certain point, the lights all blurred together like one giant star field.

Closing her eyes now, she could see the warring souls in Irulon, Red, and Izsha, Musca, Dasca, and Fela off in the distance. They had taken to hunting in the hilly area around the cave. Mostly, it was an excuse to not have their sensitive noses nearby.

Opening her eyes, she found Irulon considering the question, having set the eyeball down on the table. “Your solution would work adequately enough, though you’ll likely have to follow the monster’s tracks back to where the kidnapping took place to pick up Volta’s trail. Depending on which way the abductors fled, that may require inefficient backtracking… Hm. Tenebrael can find you no matter where you are, correct?”

“That… would probably be accurate.” Angels were not omniscient, but Tenebrael did pop up around her an awful lot. The idea that she appeared in all sorts of random locations before actually finding Alyssa was amusing to imagine. But it probably was not accurate. “I’m not sure how I would use that ability though. A lot of using Tenebrael’s magic comes from understanding. And I don’t understand how she finds me.”

It probably had to do with the soul sight. Irulon stood out with her twin souls, but she was really the only one. Human souls all looked roughly the same to Alyssa and monsters, while slightly different, weren’t different enough that she could simply look around the entire world and pinpoint Volta. To Tenebrael, someone who had years and years of experience, it was probably a simple matter to differentiate souls. Alyssa had seen Volta’s soul before, but not for quite some time. She couldn’t recall its exact feel.

“I suppose I could lend you yet another Accelero spell. They are tedious to draw. I would appreciate if you would not go through them so quickly.”

“I appreciate your help,” Alyssa said, watching as Irulon wiped her hands on the rough tunic she had taken to wearing during her work in the cave. When her fingers were mostly clean, she handed over the spell card.

Alyssa accepted it and immediately headed out, sending off a quick Message to Kasita, just to see if the Yora intelligencer had any information on what had happened. She then sent a second Message to Fela, asking for the hellhound to return with all haste, along with the draken.

Once they arrived, she would be heading out to find a kidnapped doppelganger.
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                Accelero was not the best spell to use in a situation like the one Alyssa found herself in.

To begin with, casting a spell that required physical touch wasn’t the easiest thing when she needed to be touching a half-dozen people. Three draken—Red was on Musca at the moment—a hellhound, and a cursed sword all had to gather around and make sure they were touching some part of Alyssa when she cast the spell lest they be left behind in ‘real’ time. All them crowding around hadn’t been that much of an issue.

When Alyssa told Red to take her hand, however, things got a bit dangerous. It was only thanks to an unsettling wariness that came with being next to the cursed sword that Alyssa hadn’t lost her hand. Since then, Alyssa decided to be extremely careful in how she phrased things around a sword that seemed to want nothing more out of life than to cut things.

But besides all the casting issues of Accelero, it apparently played havoc on the draken and hellhound’s sense of smell. Even Alyssa had noticed it this time around. The smell around the cave was strong enough that its absence became all the more jarring. She hadn’t asked Irulon as she had only thought it up as they were traveling, but she had to wonder if the spell was providing fresh air to those under its effect.

Luckily, Red was able to direct them well enough to where the actual ambush had taken place. It happened yesterday. Red had walked for nearly eighteen hours to find Alyssa, though at least one or two of those hours had been narrowing down exactly where the cave entrance was. Eighteen hours of walking on foot translated to only a few hours of draken sprinting. Combined with the effects of Accelero, Alyssa suspected they arrived in a matter of minutes.

Alyssa didn’t need Red to let them know when they arrived. The cursed sword had told her about slicing and cutting. Red had not told her about turning a few people into a mess of red jelly. Based on the number of torsos, there were only five people that she had ended up killing. Yet there were one too many arms lying off to the side of the main road that led into Illuna for the amount of bodies around. Though even that was a bit hard to count. Several of the bodies had likely bled out thanks to missing arms. In addition to the extra arms, there was a scattering of fingers that didn’t look like it belonged on the bodies of anyone present.

Alyssa looked around for a few more minutes. She inspected all their clothes and weapons for any insignia that might lead to who they were or who hired them. Unfortunately, like the last group of mangled bodies she had come across, they did not advertise their allegiances. They didn’t even carry a convenient slip of paper detailing their orders. Their attire and weapons were not at all similar to the group of bounty hunters. That didn’t mean they weren’t bounty hunters, just that they were a different group, maybe from somewhere else in the land. Or they could be legitimate highwaymen. For as legitimate as a highwayman could be, anyway.

She considered using a Retrograde Cognition spell—a full day was a fairly long time, but she might have been able to spot something. Unfortunately, it didn’t look like any of their companions had come back for the bodies and the trackers in their group should be able to find out where they were going without needing to spot them coming or going with that spell.

Once she was satisfied that she wasn’t going to learn anything from looking over the bodies, Alyssa deactivated Accelero. The draken and Fela wouldn’t be able to follow the trail otherwise.

Some hound or coyote-like animal yelped at their presence, scampering off. It had likely been about ready to have a little feast.

Fela and the draken immediately set to their duties with no prompting needed. Each split apart, going to different bodies for a few quick sniffs. They prowled around, sniffing at the air and occasionally sniffing at other bodies. After a brief meeting of the four, which mostly had Fela talking and the draken nodding along, Fela announced that they were ready. Red with Musca, Fela with Dasca, and Alyssa with Izsha, they took off. Although Irulon had feared there would be some backtracking involved, they mostly headed off in a straight line directly away from the direction from where they had arrived.

The trail was old, but the situation wasn't nearly as bad as tracking the apophis had been. The land here wasn’t marshy or otherwise wet. It hadn’t rained to dampen lingering trails of the horses they had made off with either. The area they were in was fairly close to the Plains of the Dead, which didn’t receive much water at all, so that was likely to be expected.

Just how far they had to go was, sadly enough, not a question that could be asked of a scent.

Alyssa kept her eyes peeled, though she doubted she would see anything. If this kidnapping had been done by highwaymen, they wouldn’t have their hideout obvious. It would be, much like the cave Alyssa and Irulon had commandeered, something that looked entirely natural from the outside. No neon signposts or even exterior stables. Even the water well at their cave didn’t look like what most people pictured when they thought of a well. It was more of a hole in the ground.

If this wasn’t simple brigands, they might have had a camp. That would have been more obvious, most likely. At the same time, it would probably be packed up at this point. Assuming Volta had been their objective the whole time. If they accomplished their objective, there was no need to stick around. But a camp, even a small one, took time to pack up. It involved gear that had to be carried. A large group couldn’t move as fast as a small group or an individual. And even a small group couldn’t outrun draken unless they had their own monsters.

They would catch up. One way or another, she would find Volta.

It took four hours of riding at near top speed before Alyssa saw anything. They had left the main road behind a while back, not long after finding the ambush point, to follow a faint trail in the dirt that had to have been left behind by the group. A few more days and there likely wouldn’t have been anything left of it. Even just a particularly breezy hour would have destroyed it. But it did act as a suitable backup in case the scents left behind had thinned too much. And, when it came time to leave, it could help them find the road again. Though so long as they headed directly south, they would eventually find it anyway.

The scene they happened upon was a camp, much like the one Alyssa pictured when she theorized on the possible abductors. It was not, however, torn up with the assailants moving on because their objective had been complete. Rather, it looked like a temporarily permanent dwelling, much like what the monsters had erected just outside Illuna. It was even about as large, which had Alyssa worried. That meant there were a few dozen of them in there. At least.

Closing her eyes, Alyssa concentrated a bit. She didn’t count, just made a rough estimate, but she guessed that the lower limit was a hundred at least. A hundred people could probably overwhelm her. She didn’t have that many Spectral Chains spells in her inventory. Obviously an Annihilator would make short work of them, but Volta might still be down there—she couldn’t tell just through soul-sight alone at the moment.

Alyssa glanced to the side. Red sat atop Dasca, staring down with an inscrutable look on her face. Eagerness, perhaps? The fingers clutching her sword twitched, tightening. She was clearly itching for a fight.

Could Red take them all? She was strong. The bodies they had left behind were evidence of that. But she had already been overwhelmed. The sword had been separated from the body. If they did that again… A sword was useless without someone to wield it.

Fela was strong. As were the draken. With all six of them, they could probably fight a hundred armed men. Probably. And that assumed that Red didn’t get too… enthusiastic and harm anyone on her side. Something that Alyssa could not guarantee wouldn’t happen.

Of course, while Red might want to charge down there and start slashing away at anything that moved, it wasn’t the most intelligent way of going about things. Alyssa was an arcanist. She had spells. A little invisibility would get her into the camp. She could attempt to locate Volta and maybe even extract her without anyone noticing. Anyone with a working brain wouldn’t want to charge into a group of a hundred people and start a fight.

Still looking at Red, Alyssa had to wonder just how well a sword’s brain really worked.

“Alright,” Alyssa said from beside Izsha. As soon as they spotted the camp, they all quickly got off the draken in order to make themselves less visible on the horizon. The terrain here wasn’t flat, though it was much flatter than the area around the cave this close to the Plains of the Dead. But it was flat enough that they could probably be spotted without too much trouble from a fairly large distance. Nobody in this world had something like binoculars though, which was how Alyssa had spotted the camp. An arcanist might be able to use something like Tineye to spot them from afar. Maybe even something less irritating to use that only affected sight. Because of that, Alyssa felt the need to take some precautions, but not to dive to the ground and cover herself with brush like a ghillie suit.

“Red,” Alyssa said, looking the cursed sword directly in the eye before wondering if she shouldn’t actually be staring at the actual sword. It probably didn’t matter. “You stay here. Izsha, Musca, Dasca, you—”

“Stay. Stay? But—”

“Fela and I are going to find Volta. If Volta is there.” There was always a possibility that Volta had been taken away by only a few of the number here, which would heavily complicate matters. But that was something they would have to deal with if it came up. “If we just rush down there, they might hurt Volta.” True. “Remember, we’re here to protect. Not to cut and stab.”

It looked as if Alyssa had just called off Christmas. Red probably didn’t even know what Christmas was—no one in this world would know—but the look on Red’s face was abject horror mixed with disappointment. Probably the only real emoting that the cursed sword had managed to do. Most of Red’s default expressions involved something between vacant staring and vacant grinning.

But she doubted that Red could be subtle even if absolutely necessary in order to get to stab and cut even more later on. As such, she needed Red to not follow her into the camp. Not that she had any sympathy at all for kidnappers and likely murderers. It was simply about pragmatics.

Glancing toward Izsha, Alyssa dropped the volume of her voice. “Try to keep her here, but don’t get hurt doing it. Can you let the others know that?” Dasca and Musca were well on the opposite side of Red and Fela.

Izsha nodded though. It just reminded Alyssa that she wanted to come up with a proper way to talk with the draken. Just being able to talk to someone she had long considered a friend sounded worth the effort on its own. She could probably do something about it now… if she understood language a little better. The draken communicated using scents, body language, and a few other nuances such as the way they looked at each other. That was about as deep as Alyssa’s draken-language knowledge went. And she felt like she barely understood English half the time.

She could try a request to Tenebrael like she had done every time she manifested Tenebrael’s power the last time they had been connected, but…

It just didn’t feel right.

Doing things herself was harder. There was no doubt about that. But it felt more accurate. More natural. Like knowing how the world worked in order to make changes to it was how the power was supposed to be used in the first place. Besides that, it felt a lot less like she was relying on Tenebrael when she did everything on her own. They were still connected. The source of that power was still Tenebrael. But it was more like Tenebrael had just left the phone off the hook, letting Alyssa shout requests directly to the cook instead of having Tenebrael relay the message while probably changing her words around because she was lazy. Or something.

That was probably a horrible analogy, but who was counting.

Alyssa slowly started walking, motioning for Fela to follow. The entire time she moved, she kept an eye on Red. Just in case. She didn’t know how well the draken would be able to handle an angry cursed sword. Maybe the sword would have a hard time cutting their scales. Maybe they were completely outmatched. Hard to say.

Thankfully, Red didn’t move to try to follow. The cursed sword just stood, staring into the distance with that same canceled-Christmas look on her face. Probably mentally warring with herself about her desire to do what a sword was designed to do and her goal to protect Volta. Alyssa had a sinking feeling that the sword would charge straight into the camp if left staring at it for too long. She could only hope that they would be able to find Volta before then.

As they got further from the draken and Red, Alyssa pulled out her spell cards and cast a quick invisibility spell that would cover both herself and Fela. Empty Mirror was just a bit out of Fela’s ability to cast. They wouldn’t be able to split up while keeping Fela in stealth, but Alyssa was hoping that wouldn’t be necessary. Between Fela tracking and Alyssa’s sense of souls, they could probably find Volta without too much issue.

Invisibility really made it almost too easy. It took just over a half hour to walk to the camp—it had been a bit further away than Alyssa had thought. Once they did finally arrive, Alyssa just waltzed in with Fela at her side. The camp was occupied and it did have lookouts… for a given value of the word lookout. It was more like they had a handful of gambling groups going on along the edges of their camp who might occasionally, out of the corners of their eyes, spot something approaching the camp. They were all playing that card game that Alyssa had seen around various taverns. At least the ones she passed were. Perhaps there were some actually alert guards on the opposite side of the camp.

She doubted it, but still…

There were an array of tents set out in the place. Large sheep-herder’s tents made from some kind of animal leather by the looks of things. Some were smaller, big enough to fit maybe six cots with a reasonable distance between them. Others were larger. The three biggest could have fit a good six of the smallest tents inside them. Peeking her head inside one, Alyssa found it to be a barracks of sorts. Lots of cots. Eight rows of five. Forty. If the other large tents had the same, that was one hundred twenty beds. And at least some of the smaller tents also had cots in them.

She might have underestimated how many people were active in this camp.

And that also assumed that each cot was personal and not shared between two or three people. Something Alyssa knew wasn’t uncommon.

She had no idea how they transported it all. She hadn’t spotted any wagons or even all that many horses. Perhaps they were under one of the tents.

There weren’t over a hundred people around at the moment however. Whether they were off kidnapping more innocent monsters or raiding traveling merchants was yet to be decided. Still, this looked like a much larger operation than she had expected. If this were Yora, they committed a great deal of resources into this. Which seemed silly. As much as Alyssa hated to admit it, it probably wasn’t that difficult to get a hold of monsters. The group camping on Illuna’s doorstep was not the only such group. She knew that for a fact. If Yora really wanted monsters for any reason, they could probably find more around their land that they could acquire with far less opposition.

Not only that, but if Volta’s kidnapping could be tied back to Yora, it would surely raise tensions. Maybe Yora didn’t care, but Alyssa still thought it was stupid to make unnecessary enemies when they could just go find another group of monsters to harass.

Unless there was something specific about this group of monsters that they wanted. Lueta came to mind. Really, Lueta was the only thing that came to mind. Rokien and Fezzik were strong, yes. But not strong enough to be considered all that special, in Alyssa’s inexpert opinion. The rest of the monsters in the camp went downhill from there—in terms of interest to outside parties, not in personality or anything Alyssa would disparage them for.

Using her sense of souls, Alyssa tried to find Volta. Fela was constantly sniffing at the air as well, but had yet to drag Alyssa off in any one direction. Figuring that Volta would be chained down somewhere—tents likely didn’t have permanent holding cells, though she supposed there could be some wooden crate that they shoved prisoners into—Alyssa went around to the tents that didn’t have a lot of people in them. One to five people at most. That left one soul for Volta and a few for guards.

Most were more barracks. Not much to see in any of them aside from what Alyssa assumed to be a night shift taking a break during the day. One, however, was not.

A man lounged on a wicker seat, slouching as if he owned the place. Which he might, for all Alyssa knew. In his hand, he held a dagger with a little ring at the end of the hilt. Finger in the ring, he spun it and caught it. Spun it and caught it. Spun it and caught it.

Another man stood in front of the first.

Most of the people that Alyssa had seen around the camp were dressed for a fight. Lots of studded leather, weapons at their hips, armor pieces covering vital areas. A few had scaled equipment while others looked like they were in regular old cowhide leather. Nothing quite so fancy as the dragon-hide armor that Alyssa and Irulon had, but serviceable nonetheless. Even the slouching man in the chair wore somewhat dirty brown leathers.

This man did not dress like any of them. He wore cloth. Comfortable cloth, by the looks of things. And it was far cleaner than any of the people around. He didn’t have even a little dirt smeared on his face, let alone his clothes. While he didn’t have a weapon, he did have a number of cards dangling from a ring at his hip.

Alyssa had to wonder if she had walked into some kind of stand-off. Slouching-man stared up as he spun his dagger, irritation mixed with boredom set into his features. The arcanist stood, back straight with a smile on his face. Out of context, he would have looked just like any well-to-do passing someone on the street while offering a polite smile. In the situation, it looked far more like he had just said something that he knew was offensive yet knew that the man on the chair could do nothing about.

She wanted to keep watching, to find out what was going on, but Fela started tugging on the sleeve of her tunic. Glancing at the hellhound, Alyssa found Fela pointing at her nose then pointing off in the direction of a tent they had yet to visit. A quick check of the souls found five inside.

One of those souls was ever so slightly different than the definitely human souls around.

With one last look at the stand-off, Alyssa turned away.

Volta was waiting.
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                The prison tent was just that, effectively. A tent to hold a captive. It didn’t have a big wooden crate or even a metal cage, however. A wooden post had been driven into the ground right in the center of the tent. Alyssa poked her head in to find Volta sitting, chained to the post.

Or, to be more accurate, Illuna’s court arcanist was chained to the post. The court arcanist had both arms in manacles. Someone had put a heavy iron collar around his neck. His arms and legs were covered in bruises. The clothes he had been wearing were torn. One of his eyes had swelled up, turning a fairly nasty purple in the process. Whatever spell cards he might have had were missing entirely. Destroyed or possibly just moved to a different location. The court arcanist looked to be in awfully dire straits.

On the other hand, Volta sat just to the side, arms crossed with a glower on her face. She looked completely unharmed. Irritated, yes, but unharmed. Which… really made Alyssa wonder just how Volta actually worked. The bodies that Volta created were far more tangible than the illusions that Kasita produced. Volta could lift weights with her duplicate body.

But… did she cause the bruises to appear or was the body real enough to actually form bruises? Kasita would have been able to manage that easily enough—though extensive shifts to her illusion did cause a small distortion effect that someone might notice. But what about the torn clothes? Kasita wouldn’t be able to manage that. Did she do something illusory to make people think that they were tearing clothes? Was the clone wearing real clothes? Alyssa had seen Volta form clones fully dressed, but it wasn’t out of the question for the court arcanist to be wearing real clothes. It would certainly help sell the illusion a little more if she could hand a coat to some servant at the start of a meeting. Alyssa wasn’t sure that she would have bothered while out and on her own with only Red around. Which might beg the question of whether bits of her actually came off when parts of the clone were torn.

Unfortunately, Alyssa couldn’t just go up and ask. Volta was not alone. People didn’t tend to leave prisoners completely unguarded. Not even in proper prisons with bars and walls. In a tent with only a wooden post keeping Volta in place, there would obviously be more than just a single guard.

There were four. Two men and two women, all seated around a table. Playing cards, of course, because there was apparently very little to do in this world as an idle activity. She had to wonder what it was like back on Earth. Would a military outpost out in some desert let its guards just sit around playing games on their phones? She doubted it. Then again, a military outpost was probably significantly more likely to be attacked than this camp out in the middle of nowhere.

Still…

She wasn’t quite sure what to do about the guards. Nothing she could do was all that… quiet. Spectral Chains didn’t make noise, but they also didn’t stop who they captured from making noise. Most offensive magic that she knew would instantly alert everyone. Even a little fireball was probably too much. She did have a few Fractal Locks. Four of them, in fact. Enough for each of the guards.

But she was somewhat hesitant to use them on the guards. It wouldn’t hurt them—not that she cared about hurting a bunch of kidnappers—but it would consume valuable resources. Fractal Locks were not easy to draw. And they were one of the few things that Alyssa had on hand that could completely stop anything that might be about to harm her. If another apophis popped out of nowhere and started slaughtering this entire camp, she would likely need one just to avoid getting crushed at random. And it was the one spell that could buy time if something did happen. If Red did go crazy and attacked the draken, Fractal Lock might save Izsha long enough for Alyssa to figure out how to heal properly.

She was pretty sure she should be able to do so. As long as the wounds were superficial enough, anyway. She could probably heal a human a whole lot better given the focus of her research as of late. A draken body was a bit more unknown at the moment. It would probably be a good idea to do some research on all her companions physiologies. Shame the internet didn’t have videos on draken, mimics, and hellhounds.

At least she had confirmation on Volta. Given that Volta did not seem to be in immediate danger, and given that it didn’t look like anyone knew about her true nature as a monster, Alyssa felt she had the time to look around for an alternate option. Even just waiting for nightfall might provide an opportunity if they relaxed the number of guards. Burning all her Fractal Locks might be a bit much, but two would probably be acceptable.

She had, just a week or so ago, sent a text to Jason asking him to reinvent the printing press for use with spell cards. If she could just print off a few dozen of the most complex spells, that would solve a lot of issues. But for now, she was stuck hand drawing everything.

He had responded by saying that it was already on his list.

Technically speaking, she could probably conjure up copies of spell cards. The real problem was accuracy. It took a lot of practice to get things right, she had learned. Being so focused on Irulon as of late, she hadn’t even tried to conjure up a spell card. All her research and practice went into the construction of bodies. With Annihilator, she had learned to not test unproved methods of doing anything out in the field. She wasn’t sure how much could possibly go wrong if she messed up or got unexpected consequences of creating a spell card, but for the moment, she wouldn’t risk it.

Really, getting Volta out probably wouldn’t be a difficult endeavor. Starting a fire at the opposite end of the camp would probably get at least a few of Volta’s guards out there if only to see what all the commotion was about. If she was feeling risky, she could probably just run up to Volta, make sure she got underneath the invisibility shroud, and run off before any guards could do anything about it.

But Alyssa had decided on another objective, if she could manage it.

Someone was behind this attack. Alyssa had a feeling that it was related to the two men having a silent stand-off a few tents over. The arcanist clearly didn’t fit in with this group. Perhaps he was making business for some other reason, but at the moment, he was the prime suspect for who might have directed this group of brigands toward Volta and Red.

It made Alyssa wonder how many other targets this particular group of brigands had been assigned. They were obviously too large a group to survive off the supplies and goods of a handful of merchants who might be passing on the road. They definitely had funding. They would fall apart otherwise.

Fela looked about ready to rush in there and tackle all the guards. She could certainly do that, but Alyssa was still wary of their chances of escaping once the entire camp became alert. Even under invisibility, getting boxed in wouldn’t go well.

Taking the hellhound’s hand, Alyssa nodded back toward the leadership tent. Fela didn’t look too happy about abandoning a monster in chains. Still, she didn’t protest as Alyssa dragged her back to the other tent.

Through the tent flap, still slightly ajar, Alyssa found that someone else had joined the arcanist and the bored leader. An older man stood to the slouching man’s side, looking rather like a pirate with an eye patch and a wooden leg. When Alyssa poked her head inside, he was just righting himself as if from having leaned down to whisper into the other man’s ear.

For his part, the slouching man still spun his dagger around his finger over and over again.

Alyssa debated slipping fully into the tent. It wasn’t a giant tent, but it was large enough that she and Fela could sit in one corner without accidentally bringing one of the other people into their shroud. It would disturb the tent’s flap a whole lot more than might reasonably be believed of a passing breeze, however. If the opportunity presented itself—a distraction for the three inside the tent, perhaps.

Setting fire to some far off tent was looking more and more appealing. Though that would interrupt the conversation that was taking place here, she supposed.

If what was going on could be called a conversation. Though she suspected that the pirate had been whispering to the leader, all three of them were just glaring at each other. The mild smile on the arcanist’s face was a whole lot more strained now than it had been before. Something told Alyssa that he wasn’t getting his way.

Eventually, the leader stopped spinning his knife, gripping it tightly in his hand. “Your offer has been considered, weighed, and found wanting.”

The last vestiges of the arcanist’s smile slipped into a tight-lipped frown. “Your renegation on our agreement is noted, Chief.”

“I was asked to abduct people. There were no people among the party specified,” he said, making Alyssa wonder just what he thought Volta was. If he knew she was a monster, he really wasn’t taking any precautions in preventing her escape. If given a chance, Volta could probably clone some random guard and simply walk out of camp. The chains certainly wouldn’t hold her to that post. “I lost eight men,” he continued. “Five more are injured, three of whom may never recover.”

Had that all been Red? Probably not. Volta could use spells, so it stood to reason that she had managed to fend off some of her captors as well. In addition, Volta masqueraded as the court arcanist of Illuna. She was probably considered fairly highly ranked.

“I warned you about the arcanist,” the arcanist said with a casual shrug, mostly confirming Alyssa’s thoughts. “It is hardly my fault if you failed to take proper precautions. As for the other… How much damage can a sword actually cause? Just stay away from it. It’s just that easy.”

Spoken like a true arcanist.

And it was apparently the exact wrong thing to say. The leader, this Chief, stopped spinning his dagger once again. He gripped it with the point facing downward and slammed it into the wooden table at his chair’s side.

Alyssa couldn’t help her jump. The pirate jumped as well, as did the arcanist.

Fela started growling until Alyssa elbowed her. Thankfully, it seemed as if no one noticed. The tension in the room was too high for a muffled bit of noise to alert anyone.

The Chief stood, slowly rising to his feet. From his formerly slouched posture, Alyssa wouldn’t have expected him to be a full head taller than she was. He wasn’t as tall as a cyclops or minotaur, but he could cast quite the intimidating shadow.

Not that the arcanist seemed all that worried. His hand did drift down to rest near his stack of spell cards, but he didn’t actually make the move to grab any of them.

“Half again the agreed upon amount,” Chief said, glowering. “Or I’ll show you just how much damage a sword can cause.”

The arcanist simply sighed. “I’ll contact those who hired me, but… I hope you don’t regret this, Chief.”

So he is just another middle-man, Alyssa thought with something of a scowl. People hiring people to hire people to send people out to kidnap her friends. Irritating. If someone wanted something done, they should just do it themselves.

Pulling Fela back with her, Alyssa moved well out of the way of the tent flaps. The arcanist emerged a second later, striding off with a grim frown on his face. For a moment, Alyssa considered sticking around to listen in on the Chief, but decided against it. The arcanist was clearly higher up on the ladder of people of interest. And if he was going to go off and contact his superiors, he was probably going to go send a Message. A Message that would instantly tell Alyssa the name of whoever he was trying to contact. A random name in this world might not mean much to her, but perhaps Irulon, Volta, or Martin would know.

However, following the arcanist didn’t take them to a private area where one might send a Message. Rather, the arcanist headed directly toward a ring of wagons at the far back of the camp. Which, Alyssa decided, must have been their primary way of transporting all the tents and cots and other stuff that made up this camp. There were a good two dozen wagons—some with canvas covers, some that looked like they could have covers, and some completely without. They were all arranged in a large ring with rope tying them all together.

They created a… pasture, for lack of a better word. Horses, oxen, donkeys, and a few cows all meandered about.

Alyssa guessed what was going to happen well before the arcanist walked around the loop of wagons to a dusty brown horse that had been hitched to a wheel. He wasn’t going to send a Message at all. He was going to ride off to find his superiors. Did that mean they were nearby? Alyssa had half a mind to follow him. If they were close enough to reach by horse in such a reasonable amount of time that sending a Message was superfluous, they were probably just off around a hill.

But that would mean leaving the camp and Volta behind and unsupervised. Which probably wouldn’t be an issue—Volta didn’t seem to be in much danger at the moment—were it not for this little disagreement between middle-men. Alyssa didn’t think it would be out of the question for the Chief to have Volta moved somewhere else just in case the arcanist returned with a few friends to trash the place until they got what they came for. Fela could probably track Volta anywhere they could take her, but it felt a little dangerous to leave that up to chance.

For the moment, she just stared, watching as the arcanist rode off. A small part of her kind of hoped that he would turn toward where Red and the draken were, but that wasn’t the case. He headed straight toward where the road to Illuna should be, assuming Alyssa hadn’t gotten all turned around. For a moment, Alyssa considered sending a Message to Izsha to intercept or follow the arcanist. That idea disappeared as soon as it came, rejected for too much risk and too little to gain. Izsha would have no way of communicating back to Alyssa anything that happened and… well, he was an arcanist. He probably had spells to deal with threats at range. He had already dismissed the sword as a threat. The draken might be faster than Red, but they still only had their bodies as weapons.

Shaking her head, Alyssa headed back toward the Chief’s tent. Maybe he did have something useful to say.

Unfortunately, he wasn’t in the tent when Alyssa got back to it. Neither was anyone else for that matter. Alyssa did a quick check of the nearby souls, worried that they had gone straight to Volta, but found nothing to be concerned over. Volta was still where Alyssa had last seen her and there were still only the same small group of guards in the room. Still playing cards, judging by their position. No one looked like they were heading toward the tent either, though that was a bit harder to make out. She would have to keep an eye out.

“Well,” Alyssa said as she slipped into the tent with Fela at her heels. “Ideas?”

“About what?” Fela said, keeping her voice down. “Where that guy is going? Trashing this place? Getting the monster out of here alive?”

“Any of them. All of them?”

“Don’t know about the first, but the second and third are easy enough. Let’s just do it. You and I can take them all. And our friends will back us up once they notice.”

That was probably true. Though not in the way Fela was thinking, certainly. Alyssa wished she had Fela’s confidence in her abilities, but she didn’t see how she could fight off a hundred people so easily. Or casually. The part that was true was that she could probably kill them all and she wouldn’t even need to call down Red and the draken to do so. Using the power of angelic creation, she could create all kinds of nasty things. From napalm to chlorine gas. They would be far simpler than creating a human body. She could probably even create a gas mask for herself and Fela.

Of course, she didn’t know how Volta might react to a nerve agent seeping through the camp. She would have to make another gas mask and get it on her before doing anything like that. Not that she wanted to. Something about the situation made her balk. A hundred people. If she wasn’t already a mass murderer, killing over a hundred people before they even realized what was going on would surely make her one.

It might be a silly concern. These people were obviously bad people. She had already decided that earlier. They were mercenaries who would kidnap and likely enslave anyone that they happened across. It probably didn’t matter that Volta and Red weren’t human. These people probably attacked regular human merchants whenever they found a good opportunity to do so.

They were a far larger group and far more organized than Alyssa had thought brigands and highwaymen would be after hearing about attacks on travelers from Brakkt and Oz. There were so many that it really made her wonder if Oz’s group could really have defended Raugis had someone actually put a price on her head. Perhaps they were wary of any kind of trouble. The Chief seemed angry and upset that a few of his men had wound up killed and injured.

In fact, that was almost certainly it. Running a group like this would be impossible if the people here thought ten of them were going to be sacrificed with every job they took. Taking that into consideration, they probably did only attack completely defenseless caravans. A few people from the guild would likely be enough to dissuade them.

Tenebrael would say something about how silly she was being. She could almost picture the angel floating in front of her with a half a smile on her face, mentioning that Alyssa had killed plenty just with that first Annihilator and those had hardly been the only ones dead by her hand. These people were probably morally more acceptable targets too. They weren’t plotting genocide, but they didn’t even have any goals or ideals behind their kidnapping and likely murder aside from their next payday.

And Tenebrael would probably be right about all that.

Cracking her neck side to side, Alyssa glanced at Fela. “We’ll wait until nightfall. If the guards relax and we can slip Volta out, we’ll do so. Otherwise…” Pressing her lips together, Alyssa looked around the tent. “For now, let’s see if we can find any useful information.”
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                Useful information was hard to come by in the camp. Not that Alyssa really expected otherwise. The whole point behind hiring people to hire people to do dirty work was to keep the original’s nose clean. That wasn’t to say that she found absolutely nothing. Inside the same tent that the Chief had occupied, Alyssa found a ledger. It didn’t list names or dates, but it did list a price and the… ‘goods’ that were sold.

Some entries were actually material goods. Wolf pelts, a crate of apples, silverware… But for every entry like that, there was an accompanying entry listing off people. Two human adult males. Three humans, one adult male, one adult female, and one young boy. One female elf. And so on and so forth.

Having a much better grasp on the value of money in this place, Alyssa could hardly believe that people were willing to pay so much for slaves. The humans were bad enough, but someone could buy a rather large home in the middle of Lyria for what these people were selling some of the monsters for. She obviously did not agree with the concept of slavery at all, but this was even less comprehensible. Wasn’t the whole point of slaves that they were cheap? Judging by how much she had earned working for Tzheitza and her brief stint as a waitress down in Teneville, it should have been possible to pay a whole team to do a job for a few years with what a single elf cost. Yes, elves were ‘exotic’ and, based on where she had first encountered monsters in Lyria, they were probably not wanted for manual labor or even their engineering skill. Still…

Still, this Chief guy clearly had a market. And he probably wasn’t the only one. Alyssa could easily imagine that groups like this were dotted all around the world. These kinds of people probably sold to groups like the Waters Street gang. Buying all the girls at the Waterhole—both human and monster—had to have cost a fortune. Not even a small fortune. It really made her wonder just how much money their brothel had been raking in for them to have remained in business at all.

As if she needed any more reasons to hate these people.

She had already sent a Message to Brakkt, wondering if Illuna would send out its soldiers to deal with this camp if she could direct them here. Unfortunately, given her estimates of their numbers, Brakkt mentioned low odds of anything official being done despite that this was clearly and obviously illegal. Part of the problem was that a large portion of the city’s guardsmen were out trawling around Owlcroft. Brakkt had estimated that the danger to the body reclamation teams was much higher than initially thought and suggested that each team get a heavy reinforcement from the city.

There were a lot less guards around than there usually were.

Brakkt had suggested that Lyria might do something, either move to reinforce Illuna or to send a contingent of their city guards to deal with the matter. But that wouldn’t be done anytime soon. It would be weeks at the very earliest. This camp might be long gone before then and Alyssa couldn’t really sit around and spy on them for that long. Even if Illuna sent a few people to spy on the camp…

Nightfall was quickly approaching. Alyssa would not be sitting around waiting for days. She had to get Volta out and then get back to Irulon. Too much work to be done to sit around doing other people’s jobs.

Alyssa sat on the wicker throne that the Chief had been using during his meeting with the arcanist. So far, no one had actually come back to this tent. It was probably used only for meetings, though it did have some administrative information like the ledger within. For the last two hours, Alyssa had mostly sat around in wait. Once or twice, she had ventured out to spy on the camp. But there just wasn’t all that much to actually spy on. An hour ago, they had started some kind of communal pot of stew in the middle of the camp. But that was really it as far as events of interest went.

“They probably have somewhere a little more permanent elsewhere,” Fela said. She apparently had some experience with human kidnapping groups like this one. Her clan had needed to fight them off on occasion. “It would act like a small village. Maybe even with crops growing and livestock.”

That made a whole lot more sense than them being purely nomadic. There weren’t dates in the ledger, so Alyssa couldn’t tell how frequently they actually got paid, but she had a feeling that it wasn’t as often as it looked at a first glance. Over a hundred people sitting around doing nothing for a majority of their time would never be sufficient or sustaining.

“So they only break out this big tent complex when they’ve got jobs to do?”

“Maybe when they are on extended outings. Wherever they normally live must be far away or they wouldn’t bother.”

“They come out here, harass travelers for a month, then go back home for a while?”

“That’s what I think, anyway. They probably don’t send too many out on any one mission either. The humans would have to respond if a survivor said that a hundred people surrounded them.”

Alyssa wasn’t sure that someone could survive a hundred people surrounding them. Then again, arcanists existed. That was probably another reason why they left groups alone if they looked well armed.

“Of course,” Fela continued, tone dropping. “The humans might turn a blind eye if the group only captured monsters.”

“Well, these people don’t. The ledger is quite clear on that.”

Fela let out a low grumble from the back of her throat. She started to say something else, but stopped abruptly. Standing, her ears twitched back and forth.

“Hear something?”

“Could say that. I hear laughing. Feminine laughing. And the sound of metal on metal.”

Alyssa blinked twice as realization dawned on her. “That stupid cursed sword. She couldn’t have waited one more hour for nightfall?”

She better not have hurt the draken.

With the invisibility shroud still cloaking them from vision, Alyssa tore out from the tent. Fela chased after her.

The air of the camp was completely different. In the short time between when Fela’s ears had first perked up and Alyssa leaving the tent, shouting had started. People were gathering weapons and rushing out in the same direction that Alyssa had entered the camp from. As if she needed any more reason to believe that this was all Red’s doing.

She did not, however, rush off to assist. The cursed sword was insane. Or, at least, Red didn’t think like a normal person. Even under a cloak of invisibility, Alyssa could easily wind up sliced up. If the invisibility went away, she couldn’t be sure that a rampaging sword would have the time to identify friend from foe. Instead, Alyssa closed her eyes and did a quick scan of the souls around her.

Specifically, the souls in Volta’s tent.

There were only two. Plus Volta. The other two must have run out to see what the commotion was all about.

Alyssa rushed off for the captive tent. She threw open the flaps, not even caring if the two guards inside noticed. One was the woman from earlier. The other was someone new. But it didn’t matter. Even though they were on alert with their swords out, they were absolutely not prepared for a hellhound lunging out of invisibility. They barely managed to move before Fela had her claws streaking toward their throats.

Fela lifted the woman up and over her head by the neck, slamming her into the ground hard enough that the woman didn’t move. If she was still alive. The heavy bleeding from her neck didn’t bode well. The man, given slightly more time to respond, managed to raise his sword. Fela caught it with her fur-covered forearm without even flinching. Batting it to the side hard enough to fling it from the man’s hand—along with part of his hand if the blood splattering against the side of the tent was any indication—Fela stepped into his guard and planted one hand on his chest and another on his groin. She didn’t have opposable thumbs to actually grip, but sharp claws worked just fine in this situation. Like the woman, he got lifted high in the air and slammed down onto the ground.

His whimperings of pain confirmed that he hadn’t died. At least not until Fela made for his throat.

Alyssa ignored the fight to the best of her ability, catching most of the action only through her periphery. With the guards occupied, she made a beeline for Volta. Not for the fake body, but for the real doppelganger. The moment the shards of glass that were the boundary of Empty Vessel passed over Volta, the doppelganger jerked back. The surprise melted away quickly enough. The beaten and bloody body of Illuna’s court arcanist melted away at the same time, almost literally. It turned into a black tar, somewhat reminiscent of Kasita’s true form, but didn’t leave any residue behind.

“Alyssa,” Volta said in her real voice. It was probably the first time Alyssa had heard it since their very first encounter in the oasis. “Didn’t expect to run into you out in the middle of nowhere. What brings you to these parts?”

“I wonder,” she said, voice completely flat. “Come on. We have to go rescue your stupid sword before she gets overwhelmed.”

“Red is—”

“Launching a one person attack on everyone here? Probably. I told her to wait, but…”

“Ah,” Volta said, nodding her head as if she understood exactly what Alyssa was talking about. At the same time, she didn’t seem too worried. Perhaps she had more faith in Red’s ability to survive the carnage of a hundred angry humans.

Whatever the case, Alyssa extended a hand out to Volta, helping the diminutive doppelganger to her feet.

“Lead the way.”

Fela, after wiping her claws off on one of the guard’s clothes, fell in step behind Alyssa as they all rushed outside. Though they couldn’t actually move all that fast. Volta’s real body looked like a child. All doppelgangers did, apparently. It was probably some sort of evolutionary defense mechanism, portraying the doppelganger as a child to keep her from being harmed if discovered. For the moment, all it really meant was that Volta didn’t have very long legs.

Alyssa considered just having Fela pick up and carry the doppelganger.

A random brigand emerging from a nearby tent right into their stealth field—consequently right into Fela’s claws—put a stop to that idea. A bit of speed was a small price to pay for keeping Fela free to act as she pleased.

The more they moved through the camp, the more crowded it got. Empty Vessel’s usefulness waned significantly when people were running this way and that before Alyssa could change course. Fela took out another four. Alyssa had to shoot two with her pistol while Fela was busy. While she would have preferred to nonlethally bring them to justice, she didn’t have enough Spectral Chains for the entire camp. Even if she did, she couldn’t really drag them all around with here. There were just too many.

If they didn’t want to have a hole in their heads, they shouldn’t have joined a criminal organization in the first place.

Tenebrael made an appearance. The dark angel zipped around overhead, looking like she was having the time of her life. She didn’t say anything, though she did wave and smile as she stopped by to collect the soul of one of Alyssa’s recent kills. Alyssa figured that she would have something to say later. For the time being…

Alyssa could hear it now. Laughter. Spry chuckles that echoed over the top of the gang’s heads, only drowned out by the clash of metal against metal.

The crowd of people, all armed to the teeth, stopped suddenly.

It wasn’t hard to see why.

Red stood alone in the middle of a clearing. The only things around her were a shredded, bloodstained tent and human bodies. It was hard to say how many bodies. It looked like someone had dumped out the contents of a massive blender after having had it on the ice crush setting for a few seconds. There were a good forty people standing around her. More were coming every second.

If they all rushed in at once, Alyssa doubted that Red would be able to handle it all. Some people would die, surely. Not all of them. If they just stood back and let her kill them in small groups, every single person would surely die. But the psychological warfare, likely unintentional, was keeping them at bay.

Red had probably rushed down to the camp and slaughtered the surprised people at one of the guard posts without any resistance. That had summoned more, who had seen a single combatant standing against them, and assumed that they could take her on. Now, there were at least a dozen dead—probably more—all caused by one person.

People were afraid to become the next body.

Despite being effectively surrounded, fear was the last thing on Red’s face. She grinned far too wide to be possible for a normal human. Like a puppet on strings, she staggered forward, sword dragging along the ground. After three steps like that, she lunged, flying through the air to cross the distance between her and her next target. The sword trailed behind the host’s body as she leapt. With only one hand, she brought it around in mid-air just in time to take off the head of the nearest brigand.

She continued to systematically take apart the gathered crowd.

Alyssa could hardly move. She had seen a great deal of carnage since coming to this world. Just a few moments ago, for example, when Fela had killed or at least maimed the two guards keeping Volta captive. Plus the few they had crossed between that tent and here. However, none of it had been so… graceful.

Red’s form of combat was a laughter-filled whirling dervish of destruction. One that only stopped with a bright red beam sweeping across the battlefield.

An arcanist stood in the back of the crowd, dressed in the same rough leather and dirty cloth that the rest of the camp wore. She had deck of cards fanned out in her hands. The spell, just now fading, was similar to some of the spells Alyssa had seen Lumen use in the past.

She was clearly preparing to use another.

Alyssa aimed her pistol and fired. Three shots. All three slammed into her chest. As the arcanist dropped, Alyssa looked back.

Red was down on one knee, sword planted in the ground in front of her. She wasn’t dead. Not yet. That wouldn’t last long if the rest of the brigands had their way. Despite the sharp reports from her gun, more of the group were advancing than were startled by the noise. Perhaps they simply thought the noises were from more spells. Whatever the case…

“Fela,” Alyssa shouted, even as she moved to aim at someone who apparently had the wherewithal to notice where the shots had come from despite the invisibility.

The hellhound charged forward. Red may have been a graceful dancer, but Fela was just as effective in combat. Fela’s style of fighting was more akin to a sledgehammer. She pressed forward like an unstoppable force, easily beating everyone between her and Red into pulp.

Alyssa picked off a few that might have avoided the main brunt of Fela’s charge. However, her main focus was not actually on the people around Fela and Red. Alyssa kept her eyes peeled, looking for any other arcanists that might be around. There probably weren’t many. Arcanists could make a decent amount of money doing far more legitimate work than thievery and kidnapping, but there were probably at least a few.

“Red!” Volta shouted at the same time that Fela started her charge. Her voice trembled, laden with genuine worry and fear. Without even conjuring a new decoy body for herself, Volta ran out of the invisibility field, stumbling over bodies as she followed in Fela’s wake.

Swearing under her breath, Alyssa made the snap decision to cancel the invisibility spell. She raised a hand into the air and channeled Tenebrael’s power to its fullest extent.

Light flooded over the land. The brightest, most intense light that Alyssa had managed to create so far. Modeled after the light from angelic halos, it even had a hint of the warmth that was present in more divine sources. It wasn’t perfect. Not yet at least. She needed a lot more practice and probably a lot more knowledge to go with it.

But it didn’t need to be perfect.

Clenching her fist, Alyssa cut off the light. She opened her eyes, glad to find that her ploy worked.

Most everyone was covering their eyes in some way or another. Some had fallen down. One looked as if he had been hit by a friendly sword. One of the guys closest to Alyssa actually had tears streaming down the sides of his face.

Alyssa showed no mercy. The man in front of her got two shots point blank to the chest. She turned to fire another two at the man closest to Volta.

The slide locked back. Pistol empty, she immediately switched to spells. A fireball carried a man off his feet, engulfing him in flames at the same time. Her own All Shall Burn sent a sweeping beam of burning fire straight through the stomach of another arcanist.

Between her efforts and Fela’s claws, the way to Red was mostly clear. For the moment. Alyssa ran up and grabbed Volta by the upper arm. She was stumbling around as well, blinking a whole lot more than should have been necessary. Probably half blind from the light like everyone else. Her makeshift flashbang had not discriminated between friend and foe. Fela seemed mostly fine. Though, looking at her, the flames that should have been near her eyes were gone. She had her eyes squeezed shut. Despite the handicap, she also had her claws in someone’s chest. With a half-turn and a swing, she flung the man into a more distant group of brigands.

Regrouping, Alyssa got her first good look at Red since she went down.

Red’s entire leg was off. The injury wasn’t bleeding. Whatever spell the arcanist had used clearly and visibly cauterized it. She wasn’t in danger of bleeding out, but she wasn’t going to be dancing around with her sword anytime soon. Or rather, the sword wouldn’t be dancing around with that body? Alyssa had to wonder just how much it actually cared for the flesh and blood when it could just throw the sword at someone to get a new host.

The cursed sword was still grinning. She didn’t look pained in the slightest.

Volta dropped to the ground at her side, looking far more concerned about the situation as she managed to blink her eyes open.

Tenebrael hung overhead, faint smile on her face as she watched the ongoing conflict.

Alyssa paid the angel little mind—she wouldn’t interfere in a conflict between mortals—instead moving with Fela at her side to stand between her companions and everyone else. There weren’t many left, but there were more than enough to be a danger. Especially with Red down more-or-less permanently.

The Chief stood in the middle, staring Alyssa down.

Alyssa met his glare with one of her own.
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                Alyssa should have guessed that the brigands were being led by an arcanist. She had expected a conversation. A hostile one, yes, but at least a few words from the Chief. Instead, all she got were spell cards from him. Literal spell cards flying across the battlefield.

She wasn’t sure what kind of magic he was using. The Chief flicked his cards like some kind of magician. They started glowing before they left his fingers and, once they struck something, a whole variety of effects popped up. The blue one formed a whole glacier between the two of them. The miniature mountain of ice obstructed her line of sight, but didn’t stop him. She barely noticed from the corner of her eye as a glowing gold card boomeranged around the glacier directly toward her.

A wall of steel, formed with Tenebrael’s power, intercepted the card. Visible branches of electricity scored the steel as the panel toppled flat against the ground. Alyssa had to let out a small sigh, glad that the gold card hadn’t had concussive force behind it. The steel had not been anchored or even braced. It would have been thrown into her.

Alyssa would have to be careful before using that trick again.

Emboldened by the presence of their leader, more than a few of the more mundanely armed brigands advanced around the glacier. Their courage wavered as they caught sight of Fela. The hellhound was not cleanly groomed at the moment. Blood matted her fur and dripped from her claws, great plumes of fire roared above her head from the corners of her eyes. She was a terrifying sight to behold.

“Keep them safe,” Alyssa said as she launched a fireball toward another blue card as it spun around the glacier from a different angle. “I’ve got to take care of the arcanist.”

Alyssa didn’t wait for a response. She trusted Fela. Fela trusted her. She doubted she had even needed to say something in the first place.

Two more cards looped around the glacier, one blue and one gold. The fireball seemed to work for the last one, destroying it before it could activate its effects. She did the same to these two then immediately started running around the column of ice. It might have been possible to use All Shall Burn to pierce straight through it, but if the Chief had moved even a step to either side, it would have missed completely.

Though the idea wasn’t that bad in principle. There were a lot more of them than there were of Alyssa’s side. As Alyssa ran, she fired off several beams of intense heat directly into and through the glacier. Even if they didn’t hit anything on the other side, random laser beams might make people wary of sneaking around that side of the glacier.

Lasers weren’t keeping people at bay on her side. Her gun, freshly reloaded during the brief respite between reuniting with Red and the Chief launching his attack, worked well enough.

Spectral Chains wrapped around one brigand, pinning his arms to his sides to stop an attack. A point blank shot to the skull made his body go limp, letting Alyssa release the chains so that she could keep moving. Without breaking stride, she fired off another two shots at the next nearest woman, putting her down cold.

Alyssa continued around, alternating between magic and bullets and even a hint of Tenebrael’s magic. All to keep anyone away from her at bay and anyone who got too close dead. Cards were still flying around. Some had likely struck where she had been standing. Hopefully Volta and Red were far enough away to avoid getting hit. A few were clearly aimed more toward her current position, but none actually hit her. The glacier obstructed vision for everyone, not just her.

One midnight black card bit into the side of the glacier well behind Alyssa. She ignored it right up until she felt it. With one foot in the air, about to step down, Alyssa found herself suddenly off balance as something pulled her backwards. It didn’t last long. It was something like the inverse of a shove. But that reverse shove was enough to send her tumbling into a small pit.

A pit that hadn’t been there before.

It was like someone had come and carved a perfectly circular bit of negative space out from the ground and the glacier. The Terminator appearing after time travel came to mind. She didn’t know what rank the spells he had been using were. They didn’t seem to be that highly ranked. Ice could be created at as low as Rank One. But the method of using them with the flying cards and the black card likely meant that he was much higher. Maybe Four. Five?

It wouldn’t matter if he died.

Lying on her back, Alyssa sent two more fireballs toward incoming cards. No more ignoring them just because they might miss. If she had been three steps back, she might have been… whatever had happened to the ground and the glacier. Destroyed completely.

One brigand approached. Her first shot missed. The second tore open his neck. Blood spurted out a lot further than she thought possible before his hand could clamp around the wound. It probably wouldn’t help much. As she got to her feet, he stumbled into the bowled pit, landing on his face.

He did not get back up.

Using the pit as cover, Alyssa fished through her satchel for another magazine. Her current one wasn’t empty yet, but she didn’t know when she would get another chance to reload.

Rearmed, Alyssa advanced around the glacier until she caught sight of the Chief once again. In one hand, he held a deck of cards. His other hand held a glowing red card between his index and middle fingers. He looked like he had been about to throw it before he spotted Alyssa.

Arm already raised to throw the card in one direction, he had to completely shift to aim at Alyssa.

Plenty of time to fire her already raised pistol.

The first shot hit directly in his shoulder. The card he had been trying to throw slipped from his fingers as his entire arm jerked back. Alyssa fired two more times, but neither were actually necessary.

The red card tumbled to the ground at the Chief’s feet. The moment it hit, a tower of fire appeared in his place. Alyssa staggered back, raising a hand to shield herself from the flames. A few of the brigands closest to where he had been, caught in the conflagration, began screaming out cries of pure pain.

Alyssa did not lower her pistol. One of the brigands looked to be missing an arm and half his body was blackened and charred skin thanks to the fire. It was unlikely that the Chief had survived something that could do that, but arcanists had lots of tricks. The Chief had a whole deck of cards in his hand that he might have been able to use in the brief instant before the card landed.

The spell was not long lasting. The fire died down in a matter of moments.

Three sets of skeletons, flesh and clothing completely burned off, were lying practically on top of each other. Most of the bones weren’t even held together by anything anymore. Arms and legs, or the bones making them up, had rolled off to the sides. There were a few scraps of metal. A warped sword. What might have been a buckle or some kind of harness.

The three were completely unidentifiable. It was likely that one of the three had been the Chief seconds ago, but now…

Alyssa scanned the area, looking for any sign that he might have survived. It didn’t look likely. Most of the brigands apparently thought the same. She could see their crushed morale on their faces. The Chief had likely been the only one left who could properly fight off another arcanist, let alone monsters like Fela and Red.

It wasn’t long before the brigands were completely routed. It started with a few turning and running as fast as they could. They were the catalyst that led to the others fleeing as well.

Alyssa let them go. With the camp having been nearly decimated, they weren’t likely to be able to resume their activities. At least not anytime soon. And if she didn’t let them go, then she would have had to figure out what to do about the horses and other animals that they had. She couldn’t just leave them.

“Fela,” Alyssa called out. The hellhound was quite eagerly chasing after some of the fleeing brigands. At Alyssa’s call, she stopped and glanced back. One of her prey used the apparent distraction to try to swing a sword in her direction.

It… didn’t work.

After one more brigand went down and a look at the nearest few, daring them to try something similar, Fela bounded up to Alyssa.

“Can you go find the draken? Make sure Red hasn’t hurt them and bring them here.” Alyssa had asked Izsha to try to keep Red with them. That had obviously failed. She somewhat expected them to follow after Red, but Alyssa had also told them to avoid getting hurt. Since they hadn’t shown up, Alyssa was hoping that they had simply decided to hang back.

“What about you?”

“I’ll be fine.” Even if the brigands did try to rally and launch another attack, Alyssa doubted that they would get very far. She had been quite concerned about the prospect of facing a hundred people on her way into the camp. Now, she felt like she could take on a hundred all on her own.

Maybe that is the adrenaline talking. Now that she was looking, her hands were trembling. Her arms had goosebumps despite the relative warmth. Even the giant glacier wasn’t cooling the air enough to overpower the heat. Although pressing her face up against it would probably feel nice. Alyssa decided against it with a shake of her head. She had seen A Christmas Story. The heavy layer of sweat on her face would probably freeze and stick her to it.

“Just get the draken here so we can leave,” Alyssa said. “I’m going to see if I can’t do anything for that stupid cursed sword.”

Fela looked a little hesitant about leaving, but eventually nodded and took off away from the brigand camp.

Despite Tenebrael having been halfway across the camp, supping on only the finest of criminal souls, she apparently heard Alyssa. “You should be able to do something,” she said as she drifted closer. “My lovely little reaper,” she added. “That was quite a feast.”

Alyssa completely ignored the… is that supposed to be praise? Whatever it was, she ignored it. People had died, yes. They were slavers. Alyssa wouldn’t lose sleep over it. Even still, she didn’t really like Tenebrael gushing about it. Focusing on the first part of what Tenebrael had said, Alyssa shook her head. “I can create whole bodies, but I’ve never modified an existing one.” She kept her eyes open as she circled around the glacier. After having told Fela that she would be fine, she didn’t want to embarrass herself by dying to a stray arrow. If these people even had bows. She hadn’t seen any so far, but that didn’t mean that they had no archers at all.

Unconcerned with the potentially dangerous situation, Tenebrael just shrugged. “Perfect target to test a new ability on then, isn’t it. A relic like the cursed sword doesn’t care about the body. If the body dies, it will just get a new one. Eventually.”

She had a point there. They could probably just toss the sword into the remaining brigands and have a new Red in… “How long does the process take to turn someone normal into a host of a cursed sword?”

Tenebrael shrugged. “The soul of the one being possessed is ripe for harvest after about three to six months. I presume that the cursed sword has full control after that. Likely for a time beforehand as well.”

“Can a cursed sword die?”

“Of course. Much like a human, if you damage the vessel beyond recovery, the soul must be collected. It just so happens that a cursed sword’s vessel is a hunk of metal. Much harder to significantly damage compared to flesh and blood. Metal also ages a lot slower.”

“Metal ages?”

“Everything ages. By definition. Though I suppose in this context, we could say that a cursed sword would perish due to corrosion far sooner than it would die of old age. Assuming nothing changes, cursed swords might well be the last things living in the universe eventually… though with no host, they would be indistinguishable from any other hunk of metal.”

Ugh… “Existential crises on the topic of entropy aside, how would I go about healing a body? You do it with just a touch, right?”

“It is essentially the same process as creating material. The trick is attaching your newly created material to existing material seamlessly. There might also be some material destruction involved in clearing wounds of debris, removing disease, or, as I often do, just remove healthy material up to a point to make the healing simpler. It is such a pain to heal torn flesh. Much easier to just remove everything and start over.”

“Is that what you did to me?” Alyssa asked. She was approaching Volta and Red again. The two were, thankfully, unharmed. Unharmed being relative for Red.

“A few times.”

Tenebrael didn’t sound the least bit concerned about it, so Alyssa tried not to worry as well. Even though it sounded fairly scary to have been destroyed and remade. “I’ve never destroyed something I created. Or anything else for that matter… at least not with your power.” Annihilator probably counted. “Given that her whole leg is off, it is probably covered in all kinds of dirt and grime. Plus the cauterized bits.”

“Like I said, easier to just get rid of all that completely and remake it all.”

“How?”

“I’ll show you,” Tenebrael said, gesturing forward.

“Thanks.” Hurrying forward the last few steps, Alyssa stopped next to Volta and Red. “Are you alright?”

Volta looked far more composed now than when she had first seen Red injured. She stood over her bodyguard and companion, looking roughly how she had been back when first rescued from the captive tent. “I’m fine,” she said, still using her real voice as she had yet to reconstruct her public-facing arcanist body.

“Good.”

“Red, however, wants a new body.”

Alyssa looked down at the cursed sword. Its host looked absolutely distraught. The smile on her face was gone. She just stared down at the sword, gently brushing her fingers over it. It was a strange enough situation that Alyssa had to wonder if there weren’t some remnants of a real person in it. A real person that knew it was being told to throw itself away so that the sword could continue on. Of course, there wasn’t really a person in there. Alyssa could confirm that for herself simply by closing her eyes.

Perhaps it was actually the cursed sword, mourning the loss of a well-liked body. That made much more sense, though didn’t quite explain why it was caressing the sword. Then again, it wasn’t like the sword could touch the body…

“Too bad,” she eventually said.

“Alyssa, be reasonable. Red can’t possibly function like this. There are plenty of humans here who wouldn’t be missed and—”

“I don’t actually care about that in the slightest.” She had killed enough of them that she thought that would have been clear. “Rather, I’m taking into consideration how long it takes to subsume a new host and… well, I want to try a little experiment. I want to heal Red. Completely. To the point where she won’t be able to tell that her leg was ever off in the first place. And if it fails, we can go toss the sword at whatever humans are left here and let them fight over who gets to become the new Red.”

“You can heal her? Even with potions, reattaching a whole limb…”

Alyssa shook her head. “No potions. Just a miracle…” Trailing off, she noticed that Tenebrael had not stopped at Red or Volta. The angel continued onward for a short distance, stopping at Red’s severed leg.

It was her right leg. The one covered in a fair amount of the black and red metallic growths that were quite similar to the sword itself. Alyssa had no idea what that stuff was. She wouldn’t be able to remake it. But hopefully Red would be able to figure that bit out.

Alyssa followed Tenebrael, crouching above the leg.

“Give me your hand,” Tenebrael said.

Shrugging, Alyssa offered her hand. Tenebrael interlaced their fingers before slowly lowering her down to the leg. Their fingers drifted over the muscular thigh until they reached the blackened stump of an end.

Tenebrael paused, hovering just over it. “Now watch,” she said softly.

Alyssa could feel the warmth from Tenebrael intensify. The charred flesh on the leg simply vanished. It didn’t disintegrate or melt away. One moment it was there, the next it simply wasn’t. Blood immediately started leaking from the leg. Without a heart to pump it out, it wasn’t gushing, but it was definitely losing a lot of what was there. Tenebrael started the next process right there.

Tissue formed underneath their fingertips. It was almost exactly the same as how Alyssa had been creating her experimental bodies. Much smoother, but Alyssa suspected that the ease of creation came with practice. Or maybe simply because of what Tenebrael was. Either way, Alyssa focused on how the new flesh grew as if completely naturally off the leg. It wasn’t fused to it. There was no scar tissue. It was just a slightly longer severed leg than it had been before.

Tenebrael finished by forming a smooth skin-like cap over the end. Probably just to seal it all in while they moved the leg over to the rest of Red.

“And that’s that. Simple, right?”

“I wouldn’t say that. But I think I got it.”

Completely unmaking something. Absolute obliteration. Destroying it so thoroughly that it might never have existed. Creation and destruction, Alyssa felt like she had touched the power of the Throne in those concepts.

Cracking her neck side to side, Alyssa looked over to Red. The host was smiling again, though it was something of a nervous smile.

“Alright. Sit still and don’t move.”
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                “What in Tenebrael’s name is that?” Volta asked, clamping a bit of her clothes around her mouth and nose.

Alyssa knew from experience that doing so wouldn’t help. The stench that hung around was too powerful. Still, if it made Volta feel better, it wasn’t like it was hurting anything. She hadn’t really wanted to bring them to the cave, but it was much closer than Illuna. It had preserved food and water, which both Volta and Red needed. Really, Red should have eaten something before they had set off.

Alyssa just hadn’t thought about it critically enough, but Red had walked for basically a full day without food or water. Red hadn’t asked for anything on arrival, so Alyssa hadn’t thought about the implications. The real reason she hadn’t asked for a meal was, according to Volta, because Red was a cursed sword. Cursed swords tended to have a hard time identifying exactly what was wrong with their host bodies. They weren’t human, but the human body still had human needs. Red especially had a hard time. Effectively being Volta’s retainer, Red had a fairly easy life with regular meals. The host body hadn’t experienced many periods of starvation or thirst to understand what those sensations were.

Volta hadn’t been given any food or water either, but she hadn’t trudged across a desert for a day. She needed sustenance regardless…

Hence the detour to the caves and all the wonderful stench that hung around them.

“It’s hundreds of rotting corpses,” Fela said before Alyssa could decide on anything more diplomatic to say.

As Alyssa shot a glare at the hellhound, she got a glare from Volta.

“I may not be human,” she started slowly, “but I do have a vested interest in human affairs as Illuna’s court arcanist. So I do hope that these bodies are from more brigands and people who act against the interests of Illuna.”

“They aren’t.” Alyssa realized just how denying that might sound. “I mean, they aren’t people from Illuna either. Or anywhere else. They’re not people—”

“Most of them are monsters.”

“You are not helping, Fela.” Alyssa fired off another glare before trying to explain fully. “The same power that let me fix up Red also lets me create things,” she said, demonstrating as they rode along by holding out her hand and letting a dozen glass marbles fall from her fingertips. “Irulon and I are running experiments out here that involve bodies. None of them are real people—they never had a soul, never thought a single thought—they’re just lumps of meat and bone. Meat and bone that, unfortunately, rots. But I think I can fix that now.”

Tenebrael had showed her how. It was simple to unmake something. Easier than creation, that was for sure. She could go around to all their stores of bodies and just… delete them from existence. The smell would probably clear out fairly quickly. Though it might cling to the inside of the cave… like cigarette smoke inside a used car that never seemed to go away no matter how many air fresheners she bought.

Then again, the whole reason they were out at the cave instead of in Illuna was because of the expected smell and not wanting people discovering dozens of dead bodies. If she could just delete them after they were done examining them, was there really a reason to stick around at the cave? She would have to discuss that with Irulon.

Now was as good a time as any, she supposed. The draken stopped just outside the metal door occupying the cave entrance. Given Volta’s short stature—she still had yet to create a body for herself—Alyssa helped the doppelganger off Izsha after getting off herself. Volta accepted the gesture, though she didn’t look too happy at the moment. If she was still suspicious about Alyssa’s explanation, she could just wait a few minutes and Alyssa would demonstrate it for her.

Red hopped down from Musca’s back, stumbling slightly as she did so. It was strange to see her stumble at all, given how gracefully she had torn apart a few dozen people. She kept looking down at her leg as well. The brand new skin was nice and clean compared to the rest of her, and there was a gap lacking that metallic structure that lined most of the rest of the right side of her body.

Alyssa was pretty sure that both Red’s legs were the same length. Red claimed to have feeling in her toes and she could wiggle them just fine, so Alyssa was hoping that it was just something psychosomatic. Or that metallic growth, which should grow back according to Volta.

Still, she had to ask… “Everything alright?”

Red looked up from her leg, tilted her head from one side to the other, and nodded. “Yes.” And that was it. No elaboration or further commentary.

Shrugging, Alyssa pushed open the metal door. Suppressing a grimace at the fresh wave of stench coming from inside, she called out. “Irulon, guests.”

Night had fallen well before they made it back. Another reason to bring Volta and Red to the cave instead of trying to take them all the way back to Illuna. But Irulon barely slept most nights, so Alyssa wasn’t too worried about disturbing her sleep. Not that she would have worried about waking her up even if Alyssa was expecting her to be asleep. The princess was the heaviest sleeper she had ever met.

Sure enough, it didn’t take long before Irulon showed herself. Her hands were covered in blood up to her elbows, indicating that she had just been deep inside a body. Alyssa had been gone for a while, so it must have been an older one. She gave a slight wave, resulting in flecks of blood flying from her fingertips to smash against the wall.

Alyssa pressed her hand to her face. “I’ve asked you before if you would please stop wandering around without washing your hands first.”

“The water is mostly blood at this point, I think. I was testing to ensure that the blood could carry air around properly.”

Volta blinked, looking a little confused. “Blood carrying air?”

“Apparently it is a fairly important facet of blood. Who knew?”

Alyssa sighed. She didn’t bother to correct Irulon—just as Alyssa had been researching bodies, so too had Irulon. With the princess being far more adept at the medical examiner role, Alyssa felt it was important to offer her some more modern information on the human body. Including information on blood and it carrying oxygen and carbon dioxide. She knew those terms. She even understood what they meant. As such, Alyssa could only assume that she was deliberately simplifying for Volta’s sake.

Which was somewhat strange. Alyssa wouldn’t have thought that Irulon would have cared. So perhaps she wasn’t simplifying for Volta. Elements were undiscovered here, so maybe she was just lumping in components of air together as air.

It didn’t really matter. As long as it worked. Irulon could peruse her phone later for more modern knowledge if she wanted.

Unfortunately, the water being too dirty to use meant that Alyssa had a job to do. “I’ll take care of it,” she said. Water was actually fairly easy to create. Quite a simple compound considering its job of sustaining life. Much easier to create than living tissue. They had been just dumping the dirty buckets down a small ravine in the back of the cave, but now they might have a better solution.

“Hold up your hands,” Alyssa said, walking right up to Irulon.

The princess raised an eyebrow, but did as requested. Alyssa ran her own hands from Irulon’s elbows to her fingertips. The red liquid simply vanished as she moved, leaving Irulon’s arms bare but clean. Even underneath her fingernails.

“You learned a new tick and decided to experiment on me?” Irulon said, tone flat as she looked over her clean hands.

“No, I’m… Okay maybe yes, but not really. I was only affecting the blood on you. Not you.”

“Hm.”

“I… hope, anyway. I didn’t accidentally delete all the blood in your arms, did I?” It didn’t look like it. Alyssa wasn’t exactly sure what someone would look like if the blood just up and vanished from their limbs, but she didn’t imagine it would look pretty. The skin and muscles would probably shrivel up. And Irulon would probably have a heart attack or a stroke because of the sudden empty vessels.

Irulon looked fine as she examined her own body with those black and white eyes. “I feel like I still need to wash my hands,” she said, rubbing her fingers together. “Feels strange, but on my skin, not in my skin.”

“Well that’s good. I think. Are there any bodies you want to keep?”

“Don’t think so. In fact, I need a new one to—”

“Hold that thought. I’m cleaning this place out. Right now.”

“Right now? Can’t you create a body first so that I can get back to work?”

That would probably explain why Irulon had come out to greet their guests. Or, more accurately, she hadn’t come out to greet their guests—she hadn’t even said a word of greeting to Volta, now that Alyssa was thinking about it—but had come out to tell Alyssa to get things moving again. Sadly for poor Irulon, she would have to wait. “Now,” Alyssa said, voice firm and brokering no room for argument. “This place reeks and I finally have a way to make it better. So entertain our guests. They need food and drinking water. I’ll be done in a bit.”

Without waiting for a response, Alyssa practically ran past Irulon and headed directly for the chamber that the princess had been using. It was by far the worst of all the interior rooms. She could clean out their graveyard later.

The table was empty, though it was still damp from recent use. Four bodies were lying in a bit of a depression in a corner of the chamber. There weren’t really corners in the cave, but it was a close enough word. The depression helped keep blood from running everywhere in the room, a massive problem given that most had their chests and stomachs torn open. Irulon made at least marginal attempts at keeping the walkways clear. It was a good spot to store the bodies until they got around to dragging them outside. Since Irulon would never drag them out on her own, the bodies often stuck around a lot longer than would have been wise.

She started with the table, running her hands over the top of it. Destroying things was much easier than creating them, but as she had learned while experimenting with Red, it helped a lot to still think about what it was that she was destroying just like she did when she created something. It helped to only destroy what she wanted to destroy. In this case, that was the blood, bile, and other bodily fluids. But not the table.

The table could probably use a complete replacement too. Maybe a nice metal slab instead of the porous wood. The wood table had already been present in the cave from whenever it had been occupied by the people who had dug the well.

Deciding to just go ahead and do it, Alyssa collapsed the table in on itself, destroying it as it fell into her hands. She would worry about making a table later on.

For the time being, she just went around, destroying everything that looked like it might contribute to the smell of the place. The depression in the floor got a bit deeper as she decided to take off a layer of the rock. It was surprisingly smooth rock, but probably still porous and thus had to be dealt with. Now that she thought about it, she could probably make a big metal freezer-like container for body storage that wouldn’t have the porous problem. When they had first started out here, she hadn’t been good enough at creation, so she hadn’t thought about it much then. Now it didn’t matter.

From there, she moved on to her chamber. It wasn’t as big of a mess, but Alyssa had performed a few autopsies on her own when she made things that she couldn’t figure out how or why they came out like they were. Generally bodies that she had thought Irulon wouldn’t be that interested in. It too got a thorough cleaning.

Maybe it was just her imagination, but she felt like the air was already far clearer than it had been. She considered trying to just delete the air itself, maybe recreating it as she went, but decided against messing with something that she needed to survive. Accidentally deleting a whole room’s worth of air and suddenly having her blood boil from the pressure difference before the entire atmosphere came and slammed into her didn’t exactly sound like a pleasant experience. Even if it wouldn’t be lethal.

By the time Alyssa finished with cleaning out the two chambers and the other few rooms that she and Irulon frequented, the air was much clearer smelling. Not perfect. Not by half. But halfway there was such a marked improvement that she actually felt like she could breathe through her nose once again.

Mostly. A few rooms were still bad. Irulon’s in particular. But it was clean enough that Alyssa didn’t feel bad about taking a break to find out where the others had gotten to while she had been busy.

Alyssa and Irulon did not eat inside the cave. The smell wasn’t… pleasant enough to facilitate eating. Outside, up on the top of the cave’s hill where the wind would often remove the smell of the area almost completely. Since she hadn’t seen them while cleaning, she headed outside, figuring that they must have been up there.

Sure enough, everyone was seated around a few weathered logs that Alyssa and Irulon had set up as a little campsite. The fire was going in the middle. It wasn’t a big bonfire, but it worked to stave off the dark and the cold. The draken weren’t seated next to it, but rather off to the side a bit. Fela, Volta, and Irulon were all seated, however. Alyssa was a bit surprised that Irulon hadn’t found some excuse to run off. Even if she wouldn’t have a body to work with until Alyssa made her a new one, there was surely some research that she would rather be doing at the moment. There was still a lot to be done before any rituals would take place. Or so she said, anyway.

There weren’t really enough seats. It was normally just Irulon, Alyssa, and Fela. Red was on the ground—not that she seemed to mind, she was still just staring at her leg like it was the most fascinating thing in the world—but that still didn’t leave enough seats. So Alyssa pointed a hand and simply conjured one. Or… actualized a miracle? Whatever the terminology was, Alyssa moved up and took a seat on the new little metal stool.

She would have made a matching log, but she had focused almost all of her research on human biology. Creating plants tended to end up poorly. Those leaking balls of gunk she had created when first trying out the power of creation happened nearly every time she tried, even now. She was pretty sure that they were supposed to be some kind of plant matter, but she had no idea what she was doing wrong with them.

“Showing off?”

“A little,” Alyssa admitted. Having whatever she wanted at her fingertips was certainly a useful ability to have. Though it wasn’t quite everything. She still was a little wary about making food. Plant matter, including things like bread and dough, had the aforementioned problem of turning into leaking gunk. As for meat… she honestly wasn’t sure what the difference was between a slice of cow and a slice of human. Biologically speaking. She honestly wasn’t sure that there was a difference. If she conjured up a cubic foot of muscle, marbled with fat, it would never have been part of anything. A scientist could probably look deep into the DNA or something, but she didn’t need to learn much of DNA while creating whole bodies. The miracle filled a lot of gaps in her knowledge. That was one of them.

Presumably. A body she created surely had DNA, but… she couldn’t be sure.

And as for meat… A block of human muscle probably wouldn’t be terrible to eat, but there still was that disquieting sensation deep in her mind that wouldn’t be able to calm down if she actually tried. At the same time, there was a disturbing portion of her mind that wanted to at least try something like that, if only for the experience. After all, a human leg created by her would be completely ethically sound to eat.

Clamping down on that before her train of thought took her to an even stranger place, Alyssa looked over to Volta. “Did she actually get you some food or shall I go fetch some?”

“No. No need. The salted jerky was good. I imagine that we’ll be spending the night here before heading back to Illuna early in the morning. We will be fine until then.”

“If you need anything more, we have a fair stock.” All preserved food. Nothing fresh. But edible and sating enough. Since Volta didn’t ask for anything, Alyssa went on to ask about a topic she was quite glad to have encountered Volta for. “How is Lueta?”

“That depends on who you’re asking. Physically, she is healthy and hale. Emotionally? I don’t think she likes the oasis much at all. She just doesn’t fit in. Literally. She is too big. Which results in her having to sit around outside, curled up. Not too many of the monsters there like to leave the Oasis’ safety. Even for just a few steps outside. I don’t think she has had much in the way of companionship or conversation.”

“Martin is still planning on relocating the monster camp, right?”

“Before I left on this trip, he had sent surveyors out, making sure the area we had suggested on our maps had fertile land. Enough to grow crops of their own. They should be returning soon, if they aren’t already back. Fezzik went with them.”

“Ah. That sounds like good news. It’s not like… in view of Illuna’s walls or anything, is it?”

“No, no. A good few hours of a ride out. Casual speed. If you push horses hard, they could probably get there quicker. Martin is planning on speaking with his son about constructing some watch posts along the road to better facilitate an expedient response if there is an emergency.”

“That’s… good. Right? I mean, Lueta will be able to move back with her old community once they have a place to stay… right? Will the human guards have objections to a giant snake?”

“Certainly,” Volta said with a nod. “But I will try to have a hand in picking the guards closest to their new home. Ones who are more… tolerant of our kind.”

“Illuna seems fairly accepting as it is.”

Alyssa’s statement was marked by a derisive snort from Irulon, though the princess didn’t choose to elaborate.

Volta glanced to her and shrugged. “There is growing dissent. People trying to drum up support for throwing them out or, potentially, attacking them. It is one of the reasons that Martin and his advisers want the monsters relocated as soon as possible. I believe you said it in your meeting with him? Out of sight, out of mind?”

“Something like that.” Maybe she could sneak in a quick meeting with Martin while she was in the city with Volta… Though probably not.

Alyssa and Irulon were getting close. The princess wouldn’t want more delays now. Especially not after Alyssa had effectively taken a whole day off.

And frankly, Alyssa didn’t want to delay much more either.

Closing her eyes as if merely to rest them, Alyssa chanced a spectral glance toward Irulon, watching as the twin souls warred within her. The conflict between the souls was getting more intense by the day, as if the souls could sense their impending separation and wanted to get a last few hits in.

No. Martin could take care of the monsters himself. That was his job.

Helping Irulon was Alyssa’s job. As soon as she finished escorting Volta and Red to Illuna, she would come right back. No getting sidetracked with Martin or monsters.
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                “Brakkt!” Alyssa gave a cheerful wave to what might be, at this exact moment in time, her more favored of the two royal siblings. After all, he wasn’t upset with her at the moment.

And really, there was nothing to be upset about. During her cleaning, she had apparently skimmed off just a little too much of Irulon’s floor. Which Irulon had promptly tripped over while levitating a fresh body in to her examination chamber. The metal table that Alyssa had created to replace her old wooden one was just a bit too tall. Or else she had, again, taken too much of the cave’s natural floor while cleaning. Whatever the case, Irulon had a fair amount to complain about.

They weren’t real complaints. At least, Alyssa was pretty sure they weren’t. If anything, Alyssa suspected that Irulon was just getting nervous about actually carrying through with this ritual. Which was a theory that fit well with what Irulon had said back when they dealt with the Justice. The bit about her being relieved that Alyssa’s eyes had stopped glowing because it meant that she could procrastinate longer.

“Alyssa,” Brakkt returned, seemingly genuinely surprised by her presence. Practically confirming that, he said, “Thought you were working with Irulon out in the middle of nowhere.”

“I am. I was just about to head back. But then I saw you walking around and thought I would say hello.” And maybe do a bit of procrastination on my own. She had promised herself that she would go right back. And she was. But…

“Food run?”

“No… I mean, I am taking some food back, but I really came here to drop off Volta.”

Alyssa paused to glance around. She found Brakkt just outside Martin’s manor… which likely meant that he had business with the nominal leader of Illuna. The geese and ducks and whatever other animals were kept in the yard were fairly noisy, as usual. They were a fair distance from anyone else as well. No guards or anything. Alyssa didn’t know exactly what Volta’s story was going to be, so she didn’t want to go blabbing to everyone.

Brakkt, however, should be safe to talk to. He was discrete and a definite friend to the monsters. More than that, he was a good personal friend.

“Volta got caught by some brigands on her way back from the Oasis. In her guise as the court arcanist,” Alyssa added. “There were a good hundred of them. More, even. Well organized too with a camp twice the size as what the monsters are living out of. Either they were hired to grab her or thought they had a buyer already lined up. Not sure which. I decided to save Volta instead of pursuing that particular lead.”

“Probably the best choice,” Brakkt said with a nod.

“So, not sure if that is something to be worried about or not. But I don’t really have time to worry about it.”

“When is Irulon planning her ritual?”

“We’re going to decide on a final form for… her companion,” Alyssa shot yet another quick glance around. A few guards just walked around the corner of the manor’s walls, patrolling. “After that, she has to adapt the ritual to its final form. Once that is finished, she says that she wants to do the ritual immediately, but… I don’t know if she really wants that. We’ll see. But she estimates that it will only take a day, two at most, to adapt her ritual.”

“So within the next few days.”

“That seems to be the case.”

“I’ll keep my schedule clear. Send me a Message before you two do anything. I’ll head out on Ensou right away.”

Alyssa nodded easily. She had been planning on it anyway. It was good to know that he would be there as well. If something went wrong… well, she didn’t know how much help he would be. But at least she wouldn’t have to explain it to him after the fact.

Not that anything was going to go wrong. Irulon was being beyond meticulous. This time, they wouldn’t even have the Astral Authority to worry about. Hopefully. Brakkt had mentioned seeing one of them not too long ago and then there was the one Alyssa had shot down a week or so ago. Even if one or two popped up, Alyssa should be able to easily handle them. Especially now that she had a much better grip on Tenebrael’s power.

She had even made better sunglasses for herself. They were much more like her old ones, though still not absolutely perfect. The lenses might or might not have proper ultraviolet protecting. She honestly wasn’t sure and didn’t know how to test. After Irulon was sorted out, that might end up being her next project.

That or proper food creation.

Probably food. It seemed slightly more important, if more complicated.

“Hmm,” Brakkt said, rubbing at his chin. “A hundred brigands do represent a problem. None of the information I’ve seen suggest that the highwaymen who regularly attack travelers are that numerous. We’ll have to issue a travel advisory…”

Alyssa blinked, shifting uncomfortably. “I don’t know how much of a problem they’ll be.”

“Oh?”

“I sort of… killed about ninety percent of them.”

“Really?”

“Well, me and Fela. And Red. They had a few arcanists… who they don’t have anymore. Lots of regular people with swords, spears, and the like. Most are dead. We let everyone go who ran away. Mostly because Red got injured. I’m pretty sure she would have torn through the entire camp without hesitation otherwise.”

“Mhm… That sounds about right for a cursed sword.”

“You have experience with them?” He and Oz had been the two people who had told her what all the monsters in the Oasis had been after they left. So she knew that he knew about them. But that sounded a bit more personal.

“Some,” was all he said.

Alyssa waited for him to elaborate, but he never did.

“I have a brief report to give Martin,” he said instead, turning slightly to head toward the manor. He paused after a moment of afterthought. “I suppose I can tell you as well. Infected individuals attacking the body collectors has dropped to almost nothing. I suspect that whatever call went out for assistance has mostly run its course as far as stragglers wandering into Owlcroft are concerned. As for Owlcroft itself… I saw it. The pit is indeed closed. But the land there is strange. Warped. Twisted. You toss a rock in and it might fly clear to the opposite side of the town… or it might turn right around and smack you in the face. Although the pit is gone, I can’t see people moving back in.”

“I doubt people would want to, even ignoring broken space,” Alyssa mumbled.

“Quite.”

“But that’s good. Better to have an uninhabitable land than an actively hostile one… right?”

“We’ve set up people to watch and make sure that the twisted land isn’t expanding. Following this meeting with Martin, I imagine we’ll be contacting the Observatorium and seeing what experts they can send out to take a look. Reversing whatever happened to the area would be good no matter what, but if it is expanding…”

“You’ll want help,” Alyssa finished for him. “Maybe Irulon will take a look. And I can speak with Tenebrael. See if she has any ideas. But don’t hold your breath.”

“I won’t,” Brakkt said, turning fully toward the manor’s entrance. “Well met, Alyssa. We’ll meet again soon.”

As he headed into the manor, Alyssa walked off in the opposite direction. She had a quick stop to make before actually going back to the cave. Down in the markets, Alyssa found Kasita waiting right where she said she would be waiting.

With a bright grin on her face, Kasita pushed off from the base of a small pond—one decorative in nature that might have been a fountain at one point in time, though whatever magic might have powered its water had long since fallen into disuse. “Alyssa,” she called out with a cheerful wave. “Feels like it has been so long since we last talked.”

“Maybe if you were more willing to hang out at the cave… Speaking of which, one of the things I wanted to talk about might help with that.” Alyssa held out a hand, conjured a large crystal ball, then immediately destroyed it. “I figured out how to clean up the… mess. The air is much clearer now.”

“Well that’s a start. Are you and Irulon still nose-deep in books and bodies?”

“Yes?”

“That means that you two are still incredibly boring like that. And you wonder why I wanted to stick around the city and actually talk with people. I don’t know how Fela can stand it,” she said, shaking her brown hair left and right in exaggerated exasperated theatrics. “Her imprinting on you must be much deeper than I thought.”

“Fela goes off with the draken all the time. Hunting or exploring or whatever it is they do. As for entertainment, I’m not using my phone as much as I was before.”

Kasita had tried to stick around and even help out in the early days. At the time, Alyssa had been spending hours and hours on her phone, looking up as much about biology and anatomy as she could to help facilitate Tenebrael’s power. Her help had been quite useful—she had turned herself into different bodies, effectively acting as a model for Irulon and the dragon. Unfortunately, her illusions were only skin-deep. Her bones and muscles didn’t actually need to work. It was all just an image.

Dissecting her didn’t work either. With the illusions being only skin-deep, there was just nothing on the inside to look at. Kasita could make insides. She could fake bleeding after being stabbed well enough if she wanted. She could even make a large gash on her stomach or elsewhere. But while she looked indistinguishable from a human on the outside, the accuracy of her interior illusions fell drastically. Just… Nothing was connected to anything. It was like she had heard that there were things called a stomach and a heart and intestines, and she even knew the rough shapes of them, but she didn’t really understand them.

Not that Alyssa had really understood them before her research. More than Kasita did, for sure. But Kasita’s illusions could probably convince anyone else from this world that she had been dealt a lethal strike if the situation required.

“Watching movies does sound fun,” Kasita allowed after thinking to herself for a long few moments. “And I haven’t really been up to anything important. Just chatting with the monsters, for the most part. Following Iona around. Bugging Claire when everyone else goes to sleep. Oh!” She held up a finger. “Did I tell you that? Martin requested a meeting with her a few days ago. She might be getting something like a trial. And might be switching sides.”

“Is she actually switching sides? Or is this some double agent thing that’s going to get her killed even faster than she feared before?”

“Probably the latter,” Kasita said with an uncaring shrug. “But it is better than being trapped in a cell until an assassin finally manages to kill her. Did you know that there were three separate days where someone tried to slip poison into her food? Lucky for her, lizards have a decent sense of smell.”

Frowning, Alyssa decided that it would be for the best if Claire got out of the prison sooner rather than later. Alyssa still thought she was completely untrustworthy. Irulon had no intentions of hiring her or otherwise interacting with her ever again. But if she remained in the prison and assassination attempts kept getting thwarted, the lizard man that Alyssa had recruited might become the next target.

She made a note to talk to him before leaving the city. If something happened to him, she would feel awful.

“In addition to the smell being gone and my phone being available for use, I think we’re nearing completion of the project. You are going to come for that, at least, aren’t you?”

“Oh I’ll probably head back with you right now. Even before you mentioned the smell being gone and the phone, I was thinking it would be good. In your Message, you said you fought off a hundred brigands? Sounds like I missed some good fun.”

“Fun. Yeah. Real fun.” Alyssa shook her head. “Since you’re coming with me, any reason to stick around here?”

Kasita opened her mouth but did not get a chance to respond before a little gremlin practically crashed into her. Without even a word of apology, Iona turned to Alyssa. “I thought I smelled you!” he said, excited and somewhat out of breath. He doubled over, putting one hand on his knee as he sucked in air, clearly having just run for quite a while.

She decided to ignore the way Iona found her to begin with. It was just the way monsters did things. She didn’t smell bad. Definitely. Probably. When was the last time she had taken a proper bath? They didn’t exactly have one out at the cave. Though it probably wouldn’t be much trouble to build one.

Which she should probably do for Irulon’s sake if nothing else. Let the princess take a bath before the ritual and before her brother came along.

Alyssa couldn’t help but grimace in embarrassment. She had just met with Brakkt while looking like this. Knowing him, he probably wouldn’t care in the slightest. But she still cared.

Nothing to do about it now.

“Is something wrong?” Alyssa couldn’t help but ask, fearing the worst.

But Iona glanced up with a look of surprise as if wondering why she would even ask that. Instead of a direct answer, he held out what had to be a meat pie wrapped in brown paper. After Alyssa stared at it for just a moment, he explained. “I made it myself. All of it. No help from the others. I chopped the meat and vegetables, soaked them just right in the gravy, which I also made, and did the dough too. Baked them myself,” he said with obvious pride. “Humans seem to like them so I thought you might want one too?” His smile slipped slightly as uncertainty grew in his last few words.

Alyssa quickly put his fears to rest by accepting the pie. “Thank you, Iona. I’d love to try it. I was just about to find some food, so you giving this to me is perfectly timed.”

Iona, now looking at her with eager anticipation, didn’t say anything until she had actually taken a bite.

It tasted… almost exactly the same as every other meat pie she had tried. Fairly bland and overly savory. That wasn’t to say that it was bad. There were a whole lot more things in this world that she would rather not eat than a good meat pie. It just wasn’t anything special. Which could be considered a good thing. Although tolerant, humans might find it suspicious if people suddenly started clambering for monster-created goods.

“You did a good job,” Alyssa said after a moment, deciding to give her honest opinion. If his goal was to replicate what the humans cooked, it was practically perfect. “I like it.”

Iona put on a big grin, making Kasita chuckle.

“I worked hard on it.”

“I can tell.” Reaching out and patting someone on the head was kind of a strange thing. Even if he was half her height and had big fluffy ears, he still looked mostly like a human. But, with her inhibitions against patting monsters mostly gone thanks to Fela, Alyssa didn’t have a problem rubbing him back and forth from ear to ear. He seemed to enjoy it. Monsters, it turned out, were a lot more physical even outside intimate moments. At least some monsters were. “Keep at it and maybe you can even open your own shop one day.”

“Maybe,” he said, seeming slightly more subdued about the prospect than Alyssa would have expected. “I’m pretty happy where I am.”

Alyssa couldn’t do much more than shrug at that. She also couldn’t help but wonder if Iona might try to stay behind when the monsters got their own land. If not, she could imagine him being one of the most well traveled monsters. At least between the monster village and Illuna.

“In any case, we’ve got to get moving soon. Was there anything else you needed?”

“Nope! Just wanted to share.” As he turned and started running back the way he had come, he paused and waved. “You’ll come again, right?”

“Probably in a few days.”

“See you then!”

After watching him go for a moment, Alyssa turned to find Kasita standing with a bright grin plastered on her face. She didn’t say anything, forcing Alyssa to ask, “What?”

“I just like this city,” Kasita said, grin coming through in the sound of her voice. “None of the humans around us even gave Iona a second glance. It’s a good place.”

“Can’t argue with that. But we do have to leave it soon. Preferably before anyone rushes up to me and asks for legitimate help.” Which had been her original worry with Iona. “Though I could stand to do a bit more taste testing.”
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                “Again.”

Alyssa grit her teeth, but nodded. She raised her hands without a word of complaint. In a brief flash of black-white light, a brand new mostly human body sat on a wide sheet of flat metal. The base form came from Irulon. It was roughly her height, weight, and had definite familial resemblance, especially in the face. With Irulon’s body having been the dragon’s home for more than a year, it felt that a body most similar to hers would fit best. Though the dragon had said that it would be happy with anything, regardless of shape or size.

The body did not have Irulon’s tattoos, however. Instead, there were light scales, mostly on the cheeks, neck, arms, and legs. After discussing the complications involved with taloned hands and feet, they had opted to not make any further changes beyond the scales. The scales themselves were there more on Irulon’s request than the dragon’s. Apparently. With Irulon speaking for the dragon, it was hard to tell sometimes unless she explicitly said that one of them wanted something. But she felt that the dragon would like something that was a bit more draconic for its permanent body. Thanks to a brief tutorial session with Tenebrael, Alyssa had even managed to figure out how to get the scales to grow, though given their metallic nature, the dragon was likely going to have an unusual diet.

It was a strange creature. Humanoid but also lizard-like. Not lizard-man-like or salamander-like. It had hair, brownish black like Irulon, which natural lizard monsters didn’t seem to have. At least, none did that Alyssa had seen. The scales on its arms stopped around the back of the hands, leaving the fingers and palms as just a regular light-brown skin tone.

The body had one more obvious element to it. Paint. The ink that Irulon used to create spell cards was lining the body, over scales, contouring curves, and swirling around the eyes. The left side of its head had been shaved—or, more accurately, started empty when Alyssa created it—to facilitate a few more lines of paint. It was similar to the designs Izsha had been painted with before its ritual to resynchronize its soul. With Alyssa’s ability to just create things, she could skip the painting process and just create the body with paint already on the body. The paint would wash off with a little effort, but should stick around long enough to work for the ritual.

The paint was the most important thing at the moment. More important than most anything except the body actually managing to survive long enough for the ritual to finish. As such, Irulon strode forward, checking over every inch of the body as Alyssa took a step back. This was the twentieth such body that Alyssa had created in the past hour. They were all identical to one another. Irulon had already approved the design and the paint patters. She was just checking for consistency at this point.

“Again,” she said, taking a step back.

Alyssa moved forward. Again wasn’t a bad thing. It meant that Irulon hadn’t found any obvious errors.

Kneeling at the body, she quickly destroyed the it. A moment later, a new one was lying at the center of the ritual circle.

The circle itself wasn’t exactly a circle. It was more like… a Venn diagram. There wasn’t anything in the middle, but there were spots for both Irulon and the body in the two sides of the diagram. They were to lie flat on the ground, heads facing toward each other. Irulon wouldn’t actually be able to investigate the actual body that would be used for the ritual. Alyssa had to create it the second the ritual started.

“Again.”

Kasita let out a loud yawn as Alyssa destroyed and recreated the body. She, Brakkt, Fela, and all the draken were standing off to the side, sitting under a large umbrella that Alyssa had made for the spectators. The ritual would be happening today.

“Again.”

Probably.

Everyone was outside, patiently waiting near the top of the hill the cave was set into. The spectator area was a short bit off from the main ritual area, not a big distance. Close enough to hear Kasita without trouble, but far enough away that they wouldn’t be able to trip onto it should they get up and stretch their legs. An event which had happened several times over the past few hours.

As for the ritual area itself, it had been leveled out by Alyssa. The metal sheet ensured a smooth and unbroken surface for the actual pattern required for the ritual. It was a cloudy day, which was good for keeping the metal sheet cool enough to touch, but had Irulon slightly worried about a chance of rain. Said worry had vanished when Tenebrael showed up and told them that there would be nothing to worry about as far as the weather was concerned. A light breeze did occasionally kick up a bit of dust. Nothing that Irulon was worried about, however. As long as the main lines etched into the metal sheet were clear, dust wouldn’t interfere with the ritual at all.

That didn’t stop Irulon from going around with a broom every so often, sweeping away dust that Alyssa was fairly certain was completely imaginary. Alyssa couldn’t blame her for being a little paranoid, but at the same time, wished she had created a roof and walls over the ritual platform just to keep at least that one aspect from being a factor.

“Again.”

What were they up to now? Thirty? It couldn’t be forty. At least not if they only included today’s conjurations. Alyssa had practiced and practiced over the past few days. Irulon had inspected all of them as well… a bit more thoroughly at that. Even with Alyssa cleaning up everything by destroying it all, there had still been quite a mess between cleaning sessions. At this point, Alyssa had created the body so many times that it was second nature. She barely had to think about it anymore.

Which was the goal of all the practice, she supposed.

“Alright.”

Alyssa knelt down, destroyed the body, and started creating a fresh one anew. She got the entire torso done in a few seconds before her brain caught up to what Irulon had said. Stopping abruptly got a bit of blood all over the metal plate, but a quick wave of her hand took care of that. “Alright?” Alyssa asked, looking up to Irulon for confirmation that she had heard what she thought she had heard.

“Alright,” Irulon said again. “That’s enough. I think we’re as ready as we’ll ever be.”

“Oh… Alright.” Alyssa slowly took a step back, suddenly feeling butterflies swarming through her stomach at the thought of the tests being over. She hadn’t been complaining, but she would be lying if she didn’t admit to growing a little impatient. Now, however, she felt like she hadn’t practiced nearly enough. Was she doing it correctly? Were the insides right or had she become too complacent? Maybe they needed to do a few more dissections.

Irulon clearly disagreed. She slipped out of her loose dress as Alyssa sat there worrying, folding it up on the ground at the edge of the metal plate. Her body, much like all the ones that Alyssa had produced, was covered in lines of paint. She had put on some kind of foundation-like makeup to hide the tattoos on her face, worried that they might interfere with the rest of the lines. She had also had to shave down the left side of her head to paint lines over one ear. Apparently the rest of her hair wouldn’t matter to the ritual.

Brakkt stepped forward as his sister laid down on the left side of the Venn diagram—her head toward the middle. In his hands, he held a long sheet of paper detailing words to say. Much like Izsha’s ritual, this one apparently required someone to audibly speak a bunch of nonsense. Nonsense that had been explained to Alyssa as precursors to spell activation phrases, except far less precise. Alyssa had offered to speak it all, but Irulon rejected that outright.

Something about Alyssa’s unnatural interactions with certain magics being a concern.

Which suited Alyssa just fine. While Tenebrael floated overhead and had said that she would fend off any Astral Authority that might be drawn to the ritual, Alyssa much preferred to take things into her own hands. Once the body was created, she could step back and keep an eye out.

As long as she created it correctly.

When she started biting her lip, Alyssa felt a warmth flood into her from behind. A calming, soothing warmth. Turning slightly, she found Tenebrael practically draped over her shoulders. The angel wasn’t heavy—she clearly didn’t even have her feet touching the ground, meaning gravity held no sway over her—but the divine warmth was a pressure all on its own.

“You worry too much. Everything will be just fine. Just create the body like you’ve been doing. If it needs any tweaks, I shouldn’t have a problem with adjusting the body as you create it. It is, after all, an empty body with no soul. Which means I shouldn’t have any issues with helping. For the first part of the ritual, anyway. Not that I am expecting it to need tweaks. You’ve been working hard on this. Take pride in your accomplishments, little reaper.”

Alyssa had been feeling a little better for most of that encouraging speech. Right up until the end. She shot the angel a dark glare and got a light chuckle in return.

“Ready,” Irulon called out after a moment of situating herself.

“Ready as well,” Brakkt said, not taking his eyes off the paper. Irulon had given it to him the day before, expecting him to memorize it. Alyssa had heard him practicing later in the evening and had recited it without error—she knew that for a fact as she had memorized it as well. The way he was staring at it now made her wonder if it was just as nerve-wracking for him as it was for her.

“They’re waiting for you Alyssa.”

Tenebrael’s voice was soft, barely a whisper. Mostly just warm breath tickling her ear. Tickling enough that Alyssa involuntarily swatted a hand over her shoulder as if she were trying to flick away a fly. Her hand smacked straight into Tenebrael’s face. The angel slowly drifted back, though she didn’t look too put-off by the sudden battery. Her smile was as serene as always.

Quickly, Alyssa stepped over to the right side of the Venn diagram, outside the lines but close enough to work her miracle. “I’m ready too,” she said.

“Brother,” Irulon said. “If you mess this up, I will have Alyssa keep my soul out of Tenebrael’s embrace long enough for me to ridicule you into unrecoverable shame.”

Alyssa had no idea how Irulon intended to communicate her ridicules as a soul, but Brakkt looked to be taking the threat seriously. He nodded his head twice.

“Begin,” Irulon said.

“Determination, ranger, maiden, blackro…”

Alyssa tuned him out. The words were less important than the rhythm they created, but even that didn’t matter to Alyssa. She had her own job to do.

Just as she had done a thousand times over the last few days, Alyssa created a body. Bone, meat, skin, and scales. Paint wrapped itself around the body and immediately started glowing. As soon as the body settled into the right side of the Venn diagram, head toward the center, Alyssa shot a quick glance to Tenebrael. She got the most reassuring nod of her life in return. Letting out a relieved sigh, Alyssa turned her eyes to the ritual as a whole.

Everything was glowing now. Not just the paint on the dragon’s new body. Irulon’s matched, though it was mirrored on her body. Even the etchings in the ritual circle itself looked like someone had poured glowstick juice down the cracks. If glowsticks glowed Tenebrael’s eerie black-white color. Even though it was the middle of the day, the strange glow just made everything look like an old black and white television show. It drowned out all the natural colors.

As Brakkt kept chanting, things started happening. A wispy glow surrounded Irulon. Closing her eyes, Alyssa watched as the war between the two souls came to a stop. Not willingly. They were still trying to throw metaphorical punches at each other. But the ritual tore them apart into two very distinct entities. Opening her eyes again, Alyssa watched what no one else would be able to see as one of the two souls funneled through the twisting lines of the ritual circle.

Alyssa didn’t know if there was a reason that it didn’t go straight from Irulon to the new body, but she was starting to get a little nervous. Brain damage would set in after only a few minutes. The body wouldn’t last much longer after that. Not in any kind of usable state, anyway. Irulon had surely accounted for that. Unless something was going wrong.

Irulon did not look like she was comfortable at the moment. Her eyes were scrunched shut and her teeth were clenched in a tight grimace. She kept herself still, but it looked like a fight.

The visible soul, the one that had been outside Irulon’s body, made it over to the right side of the Venn diagram. In it doing so, she noticed something. Most of it was in one large mass. Which was fairly standard for souls. They normally stayed together in a big clump within someone’s body. But this free-floating soul had something akin to a tail. The winding pathway it took from Irulon’s body to the right side of the ritual circle was clear to see. It left a trail.

No other soul Alyssa had seen had done something like that, whether inside a body or out. When Alyssa had used the scythe to remove people’s souls, the souls had come out as one big piece. Even after moving her hands through them or otherwise moving them, that hadn’t changed.

Closing her eyes to check again, Alyssa had to frown. It was hard to tell exactly where one soul ended and the other started, but she was confident that Irulon’s soul was at least partially outside her body. The bulk was all in one piece, but a thin trail of it stretched out, connecting with what Alyssa assumed to be the dragon’s soul.

As Alyssa watched, the dragon’s soul finished navigating the maze of the ritual circle. After hovering over the body for just a moment, it plunged into the flesh.

Alyssa snapped her eyes open to watch reality once again. Brakkt’s chanting stopped two words later. The greyscale of the landscape started to return to normal as the ritual faded.

Neither of the two bodies on the ritual circle moved. Neither, as far as she could tell, were even breathing. They were still connected with that tendril of souls. A quick check with her soul sight showed the main bulk of soul in each body very active and not at all like she had seen in people close to death.

But they weren’t breathing.

Tenebrael hovered overhead, watching. She didn’t look worried. But Alyssa hardly trusted her to do anything even if things were taking a disastrous turn.

Brakkt took a step forward, uncertain. He had clearly recognized that something was wrong as well.

Alyssa dashed ahead of him with no hesitation in her steps. She hadn’t planned for this. Not exactly. But she had prepared. A hundred and fifty videos, most of which she had watched multiple times, meant that she didn’t need to waste any time with worries or fears.

Mentally apologizing to the dragon for her priority, Alyssa knelt down next to Irulon. She had a pulse, which was good. It didn’t even feel weak. But the breathing… Up close, she was all the more confident that Irulon was not breathing. Pointing at the dragon’s body, Alyssa called out to Brakkt. “Breathe for her!” He hadn’t watched as many videos as Alyssa had, but the mechanics were simple. He would understand. Without watching to make sure, Alyssa leaned over and started breathing for Irulon.

Movies, television, and the like always made CPR out to be some glamorous affair. Something akin to kissing. Reality was not. Kissing didn’t tend to involve vomit, copious amounts of snot, or even air, for that matter. And it wasn’t just air. It was hot, used air. Alyssa wasn’t doing the full CPR routine, of which rescue breathing was apparently only a thing if someone was a trained professional. Because Irulon had respiratory arrest but not cardiac arrest, she skipped the chest compressions completely and breathed while keeping watch as Irulon’s chest expanded with the intake and contracted naturally as the air escaped.

Four breaths.

Five breaths.

Six breaths.

Not far away, Brakkt had started on the dragon after watching Alyssa do it a few times. He seemed a lot more hesitant and uncertain, but he was doing it.

Irulon gasped at about ten breaths in. She gasped completely on her own, eyes snapping open. At the exact same time, the dragon gasped as well. The dragon planted a hand on Brakkt’s chest and shoved. Alyssa didn’t think that she had made the body that much stronger than a human, but Brakkt still ended up off the metal plate and in the dirt.

Alyssa admitted to being worried for a moment that the dragon might not be as friendly as she was supposed to be, but the dragon didn’t continue her assault. Her arm dropped to her side as she just focused on breathing for herself. Given that Brakkt didn’t seem too shaken up about it, Alyssa felt content to relax.

Both of them were breathing. Both had their eyes open—Irulon with violet eyes and the dragon with black and white eyes, despite Alyssa having made the body with perfectly normal human eyes.

“Irulon?” Alyssa said, looking down. The souls were still tethered together by that thin strip between the two of them. She couldn’t help but notice, looking between them, that their breathing had synced up. It was a bit… disconcerting. “Are you alright?”

“Fascinating.” “Fascinating.”

Both spoke at the same time. Both raised their right hands, holding them above their heads. They both wiggled their fingers in sync with each other and moved their hands at the same time to look from their fingernails to their palms. Alyssa shuddered, remembering the time that Irulon had created fractal clones of herself.

“Hm.” “Hm.”

“Is this going to be a thing now?”

“Thing?” Only Irulon said, much to Alyssa’s relief.

“Ask about our souls,” the dragon said. “Are they still in conflict with each other?”

“You can ask yourself. You have your own mouth.”

“Hm.” The dragon blinked twice, letting her hand fall down to her face where she started pressing and massaging her lips. “So I do.”

“Your souls look fine,” Alyssa said as she closed her eyes. “And by that, I mean they are not tearing pieces off from each other. Rather, they seem to be interacting with each other, sharing bits of themselves like they do with anyone. Except for one thing. Your souls are… connected. Just a thin little string tying you two together.”

Irulon took a deep breath, closing her own eyes in the process.

“It worked,” the dragon said, trying to sit up before deciding that it would be too much effort at the moment.

“Thank you for putting up with my selfish request.”

“Challenge is what makes us better. This would have been far less entertaining if we had taken an easier route.”

Alyssa scowled. She knew that they wanted to do something to keep their minds together, but she hadn’t been told that their souls would still be connected. “So this string thing is intentional?”

“I can scarcely say what it might look like to you,” Irulon said, mimicking the dragon’s attempt at sitting up but actually succeeding after putting a little extra effort into it. “But I would assume that everything has gone according to plan.”

“And it isn’t going to cause any lasting problems?” Alyssa asked, this time looking up to Tenebrael.

Irulon answered first. “If it does, it was designed to be simple to sever. A ritualistic pair of scissors, if the thread analogy is accurate, and we will be two fully distinct entities.”

“Lonely.”

Alyssa didn’t respond to either, she was too busy looking up to figure out Tenebrael’s reaction to all this. So far, she had kept up a simple smile. But her eyes had shifted. They were narrowed as if in just the slightest bit of confusion. After a moment, she floated down, right between the two, and started looking at the narrow thread of soul. She brushed her fingers over it, which went unnoticed by both Irulon and the dragon. After a moment, she shrugged.

“This is the first time I have ever seen something like this,” Tenebrael admitted. Turning her head from Irulon to the dragon, she shrugged again. “But their souls seem stable now.”

Crossing her arms with a frown, Alyssa eventually copied Tenebrael’s shrugs. “The resident soul expert hasn’t a clue what’s going on. She thinks you’re fine, though.”

“If they’re fine,” Kasita’s mirth-filled voice called out, “does that mean we can introduce ourselves?”

“I am aware of your identities, Spymaster Kasita.”

Alyssa narrowed her eyes at the dragon for just a moment before throwing a glance at Kasita. Her smile had widened to the point where her head was in danger of popping off. And with Kasita, it was literally possible for her head to come off.

“Well of course you know who we are. It is hard to miss such a great spymaster as myself. And I’m sure you’re aware of Fela, the Legendary Warrior, and Brakkt… ufu~ You’re intimately familiar with him, I noticed.”

This time, Alyssa had to roll her eyes. Kasita had clearly seen far too many movies over the last few days.

“Apologies, brother of Irulon, but you were making it difficult to breathe on my own.”

“Sorry,” he mumbled. He opened his mouth to say something more.

Kasita cut him off. “But! We don’t know your name, or any fanciful titles I’m sure a dragon must possess.”

Arms at her side, the dragon tilted her head enough to look at Kasita. “Sorry to disappoint. I have no name. Had no name. There was no use for such a thing as a dragon. Irulon simply referred to me as her companion. Though I suppose it would be inconvenient to continue without an identifier. Companion will do.”

Kasita’s smile slipped. “Companion?”

“Yes, Kasita?”

“No, I mean… You want to name yourself ‘Companion’?”

“It is my name. I have decided this.”

“But…”

“Something wrong?”

“I guess not?”

“Hm.” The dragon, Companion apparently, turned her head away from Kasita. As she did so, the barest hint of a smile tugged at the furthest corner of her lips. It was at an angle that only Alyssa and Tenebrael could see. Kasita should have been able to see it too given her ability to sense everything around herself, but she was too busy frowning at herself, clearly having expected something a little more grandiose from a dragon.

Before Alyssa could contemplate that little smile any further, Irulon looked over. “Alyssa,” she said. “Bring me the staff. There is work—”

“Oh no,” Alyssa interrupted. “No you don’t. No more research. No experiments. You just finished a ritual with who knows what consequences. You are going to rest. You are going to relax. Both of you,” she added with a look to the dragon.

Irulon narrowed her eyes. For a moment, she held that glare. Slowly, her already narrowed eyes closed all the way. Irulon slumped forward, going limp as she did so.

Alyssa tensed. Brakkt was at her side in an instant. The dragon, Companion, had her eyes closed as well. Both were still breathing. Irulon’s pulse felt steady. Hoping that this was just fatigue from the ritual, Alyssa decided to get them inside to a bed where they both could sleep for as long as they needed.
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                Irulon and Companion were not the same person. An important note to make. Sometimes, it was hard to tell. More than once, Alyssa had caught the two of them standing around in the exact same pose or shifting their weights at the exact same time despite them not facing each other. Frequently, they would both talk at the same time, saying the same words. It got especially strange when they would speak to each other, yet both would voice both halves of the conversation. Alyssa couldn’t say that it was the weirdest thing that she had ever seen, but it definitely ranked up there.

They could act independently from each other. That had been evident from the ritual. But they just seemed to default to mimicking each other. Especially when one of them wasn’t doing some intensive task like writing. If Companion didn’t have scales and had tattoos, it would be even harder to tell the two of them apart.

But they were different.

Irulon acted much the same as she had before. Serious. Able to rapidly craft spells. Uncaring about her position in the hierarchy of Lyrian royalty. And perhaps just a little too enamored with the idea of getting herself into magical history books. Although she had asked for the staff immediately following the ritual, she was actually putting far more time into trying to replicate Alyssa’s ability to create.

At the moment, she was hunched over a desk, glowering at the sheet of paper. If looks could kill… “This should work. Companion, am I missing something?”

Alyssa turned her head, following the tether that tied them together. The string of soul that only she could see. On the other side of the room, the dragon stood in front of a shattered mirror, a Fractal mirror, that was. Twenty views of the Endless Expanse shimmered through. While the chamber was like this, they didn’t even need light potions or spells. Enough golden light made it through that the inside of the cave looked as bright as day.

And they were still at the cave. Irulon had expressed little to no desire to return to Lyria. Or Illuna, for that matter. Too many distractions, she had said. Privately, Alyssa thought she just didn’t want to explain the presence of Companion to her father. Not because he would be upset, which he might, but rather because it would have been a waste of time. Something Irulon hated before and still hated now.

At least she was sleeping normally. Since her separation from Companion, Irulon went to bed at roughly normal times and woke up with little effort after sleeping for a normal amount of time. Companion, on the other hand, seemed to have retained Irulon’s old habit of sporadic but intensely heavy sleep cycles.

Speaking of the dragon, Companion didn’t so much as turn away from the fractured mirror when Irulon asked her question. And yet, Companion shook her head. “The design you drew is perfectly identical to what we saw on Alyssa’s hand at the moment of creation. The mystic circle Alyssa uses to create objects does move, generally in a spiraling motion. It is likely that we will be unable to replicate the effect unless we can develop a method of motion in spell crafting.”

“So you’re saying that we need to develop a whole new method of casting magic before we can develop a new branch of magic.”

Companion finally turned, smiling. “You wouldn’t want this to be easy.” It wasn’t a question. From the good humor in her voice, she meant it more as a tease. They both knew the other better than probably any other living person. Or dead person, for that matter.

That was another difference between the two. Companion liked to tease people. Nothing mean. Kasita even thought she was funny. But it was just strange, hearing what was effectively Irulon’s voice make little jokes or side comments about the situation or people. Most of her comments were directed at Irulon, however.

While Irulon slid the paper off to the side to pull over a fresh notebook, Companion turned back to the mirror to observe the Endless Expanse. Even more than Irulon, Companion seemed enamored with the place. Which might have had something to do with her stated goal of wishing to completely unravel the mysteries of magic, creation, and all life. A bit more ambitious than Irulon’s history book goal, but that was probably to be expected from a dragon. Greed and ambition were practically synonymous with the fairy-tale creature back on Earth.

Gluttony wasn’t usually associated with them. Alyssa had to wonder if it should be as she watched Companion snack down on some of Alyssa’s first successful attempts at creating food. Sugar cookies. Plain. No frosting. A bit dry. Yet Companion kept coming back for more. Apparently, although she had been able to see and hear, she had not been able to smell, taste, or feel anything while housed within Irulon’s body. Which had led to some strange behavior for the first day or two when Companion went around licking just about everything. Dirt. Trees. People. Alyssa had thought that she would have known from before becoming a part of Irulon that dirt wasn’t exactly the most tasty of things.

And so Alyssa had asked.

“Dragons are massive. If we snap up a bovine wandering an open field, we often get a bit of the land along with it. We swallow it all whole. It doesn’t taste. I don’t think dragons can taste. Not like this, anyway,” Companion had said in response… as she licked the side of Alyssa’s face.

Which had prompted a number of questions about dragon lives and culture that Alyssa thought might have been interesting subjects. Only, it turned out that dragons had no culture. Not in the way any other race thought of it. Dragons were complete isolationists. Aside from once-in-a-millennium mating, dragons never really saw other dragons. They all had their own territories and mostly slumbered the years away. They didn’t have names or genders—having no use for either in a practical sense. They didn’t create art. They didn’t even hoard gold. They just… ate and slept. If attacked, they defended themselves. That was it. That was their entire life.

Which really explained why the dragon had been so content to simply be an observer behind Irulon’s eyes.

Now she didn’t have to be simply an observer. Though she wasn’t interacting with others even half as much as Alyssa would have expected of someone who had a whole new world open to them. Alyssa had spoken with hundreds of people since arriving in Nod. From the peasants of Teneville to the lord of the land. But Companion had, thus far, been perfectly happy to hide out in a cave in the middle of nowhere.

Taking Irulon’s personality into account, that probably shouldn’t be as much of a surprise as it was. Before Alyssa had appeared in the Observatorium, Irulon had not interacted with others much at all. The very first time that Alyssa had seen the princess, she had been sitting all alone in the Observatorium’s library. The only people Alyssa had seen Irulon interact with for any length of time that Alyssa hadn’t introduced her to were Brakkt, Tess, and the Pharaoh.

Now that Companion and Irulon weren’t on a time limit, there would be plenty of time to see the world.

For the moment, as long as they were both just sitting around, staring at their respective work, perhaps they could assist with something Alyssa was testing.

“Irulon, Companion. Would the two of you mind facing away from me?”

Despite her request, both turned to face her. Irulon was sitting at the desk while Companion stood in front of the mirrored wall. Their backs were to each other. Yet they both turned at the exact same time. It forced Alyssa to suppress a shudder. They could easily be attractions at a haunted house with their mannerisms alone.

“It isn’t anything dangerous,” Alyssa said. “Or rather, putting your backs to me will help keep the two of you safe.”

They both blinked. Both their eyes widened ever so slightly. Two sets of identically intoned “Ah” sounds echoed through the small cave chamber. Without any protest, both turned away.

Both had probably figured out what Alyssa was going to do. It didn’t matter. Hopefully. But she would have liked to keep them in the dark for a few moments longer, if only to act as a control and not bias anything. Also because it made for a great pun.

After a few moments, once certain that they wouldn’t turn back to her, Alyssa squinted and raised a hand.

A bright flood of light filled the chamber. She couldn’t see the other two anymore, not with the light right next to her, but she did hear sudden movements from both.

“There’s a bright light in the room,” Irulon said. “And it has gotten warmer as well.”

The dragon hummed. “A bit too bright. It is straining my eyes. Could you possibly alter the intensity?”

Alyssa clamped her hand into a fist, extinguishing the light. “Don’t turn around yet. There will probably be more,” she said without opening her own eyes.

Even with her eyelids shut, she could still see the brightness as she opened her palm once again.

But that was expected. She should always be able to see it. It was the other two she was most curious about.

“It came back,” Companion said, mild irritation seeping into her voice.

“Is there a point to this?”

Sighing, Alyssa clenched her fist once again, cutting off the flow of Tenebrael’s power. This time, she did open her eyes as she wasn’t planning on trying again for at least a short amount of time. “I’m trying to replicate the light that comes from Tenebrael’s halo. Normal people shouldn’t be able to see it.” At least, that was how it had been back at Teneville’s festival. That was the only time that she had actually seen Tenebrael’s halo—or any halo—while people were around. No one else had seemed blinded or otherwise affected by the light at that time.

It was an experiment that Alyssa had tried a few times in the past but had yet to perfect. Or even get close, she suspected. Although she could do a great many things with Tenebrael’s power, even things regular magic couldn’t accomplish, there was still a barrier between her abilities and what Tenebrael could do if the angel ever decided to apply herself. Alyssa didn’t think the halo light would be useful. She had already used what she was creating now to blind those who had kidnapped Volta—something that wouldn’t work with true halo light as it couldn’t be seen by regular people.

But the halo light was the simplest thing that Alyssa could think of that was definitely within the realm of the divine. Creation might count, but given how easy it came to her now, she wasn’t so sure. Especially because Irulon believed that she would be able to replicate the effect in due time. Light was the very first magic that Alyssa had performed. It felt fitting that light should be the first truly divine magic that she would be able to make work on her own.

She could probably make a request to Tenebrael and that would work. But Alyssa really felt like she was past verbal requests—prayers, really—now that she had enough information to figure out how to work things for herself. It was all about knowledge and understanding. But she clearly didn’t understand something about the divine. Tenebrael hadn’t been much help, simply choosing to refer back to her mathematics lesson. Alyssa was still hoping that she would find a way to skip out on that. If she didn’t need to understand the underlying mechanics of DNA to create Companion’s body, she shouldn’t need advanced mathematics to create other miracles.

But she was starting to think that it might be time to ask Tenebrael for another lesson. Hopefully a more… simplified lesson. Something for beginners.

Irulon, apparently deciding that Alyssa wasn’t about to blind her again, turned around. For a few seconds, she didn’t actually say anything. Had this been a week ago, she probably would have gotten right back to work. Now, however, she obviously felt like there wasn’t a need to rush. In addition to sleeping and eating in a far more regular manner, she was also taking breaks from her work every so often. She had even asked to watch a movie the night before after Alyssa sat down with Kasita.

Of course, she hadn’t been able to simply watch. Kasita, though she had only experienced Earth for a few hours, had seen enough movies and was adaptable enough that she caught on to foreign concepts without needing much explanation. Especially now-a-days. It had been a long time since Kasita actually asked a question about something in a movie. Irulon had watched one or two in the past, but most of that had been quite early on, way back when Alyssa still thought it was interesting to get their reactions on various fantasy monsters imagined up by Earthlings.

Watching horror the night before had probably been a mistake. Irulon turned into one of those people, even after being told that everything was just fiction. “His body was torn apart with hooks, wasn’t it? Humans on your world can recover from that with just a little blood?” “There is nothing magically significant about the designs on that box or their reconfiguration.” “Demons? Is that what true demons look like?” For that last one, Alyssa had been about to answer in the negative until she actually thought about it. Before losing her mask and transforming, gaining charred skin with veins of magma, the true demon had looked somewhat similar to Cenobites.

With Irulon more willing to take breaks, maybe she would watch enough that she didn’t feel the need to comment on everything. Still, for the time being, it was just a little strange to see her not immediately delve into work the moment she had a chance. It was quite the contrast from her previous behavior.

“I’m not sure that there is anything we can do to assist,” Irulon said after long enough that Alyssa’s train of thought had run through enough topics that it took a moment to remember what they had been doing in the first place.

Trying to channel Tenebrael’s power in a more divine nature.

“Yeah,” Alyssa said with a sigh. “I don’t know that anyone but Tenebrael could help.”

“However!” The dragon stepped forward, platinum scales glistening in the normal potion-based lights. “We would be more than excited to analyze absolutely everything that you can do. Your mysteries have remained… well, mysteries long enough. The more we unravel, the more we might be able to determine exactly how Tenebrael operates.”

“Don’t get too excited. Based on what we have observed so far, Tenebrael’s magic operates on a higher level than even a dragon’s magic. As should be expected of Tenebrael.” Irulon let out a small sigh as she threw a look to a suddenly scowling Companion. “Offering advice before was… really the only most general bit of help I could think to offer.”

Though she nodded at Irulon, Alyssa had to turn to Companion. “Irulon suggested that a dragon is higher than Rank Six in terms of magical ability. Have you actually been able to cast a higher ranked spell since the ritual?” Alyssa hadn’t really thought about it until now, but she didn’t actually know what that meant. She had never seen a spell card with anything above Rank Six drawn on it. Given how large dragons were, she couldn’t really imagine them making their own spell cards.

“Ah.” Companion frowned a little, looking disappointed all of a sudden. “I don’t know that this body would be able to handle higher order magic.”

“Your body wouldn’t? Why—”

“Monsters don’t use spells the way you or I think to use them.” Irulon stepped forward, moving around her desk to sit against it from the side closer to Alyssa. “Monsters have innate magic, generally inherent to them. Think of those you know, Kasita, Fela, Volta, and so on. Kasita doesn’t draw out designs to change shape. I… We haven’t done enough research to determine whether this is something that their bodies can do or if it is in their soul, but…” Irulon trailed off, looking to Companion a moment before the dragon started to speak.

“It must be the soul, for I feel like I could do what I used to be able to do. I am just fearful for this body’s resilience.”

“Regardless,” Irulon continued. “A dragon’s magic comes from its breath. Fire, lightning, ice, and far more esoteric effects. A dragon could likely breathe something similar to your Annihilator.”

“And sitting in this mostly human body, I’ve been loathe to try. Don’t really find the idea of melting my face off with some jets of white-hot flame all that enticing.”

“Wait.” Alyssa held up a finger toward the dragon and looked to Irulon before deciding that Companion would actually be the better person to ask. “You can breathe lightning?”

The black and white swirling eyes of the dragon stared at Alyssa for a moment before looking to Irulon. “Is there something strange about that?”

“Most humans can’t exhale and generate magical lightning.”

“They can’t breathe fire either.”

Alyssa crossed her arms as she stared at Companion. “Yeah but… That’s… Fire is what dragons normally breathe.”

“So is lightning. In fact, lightning is probably the most common thing to breathe. Fire is imprecise. Lightning will chain to every living thing around, which, since we usually only breathe at all when we’re threatened, is generally what we’re aiming for. Ice is just annoying and hurts my teeth,” Companion said, rubbing her jaw as if remembering something painful. “But we can breathe other things as well. Imagine a wave of destructive time washing over an army.”

“You breathe time?” Alyssa scowled, looking between the two while trying to decide if they were just messing with her at this point. “I have no idea how that might look.”

“Oh it’s a mess,” Companion said with a small chuckle. “Picture an army. Some of them disappear, just poof out of existence. Others grow old in an instant, decaying to dust in a matter of seconds. For some, time stands perfectly still. And it doesn’t just affect the people, but the land as well. In the future or past, perhaps there is a tree or hill where one soldier is standing. All of a sudden, you’ve got two things trying to occupy the same moment in space and time. Very messy.”

“Speaking from experience?”

“I’m young for a dragon. But young is an entirely relative term when discussing dragons. I’ve had more than one group of humans discover my body and try to slay me for… whatever reasons. Potion reagents, hatred, or just for the sake of challenge.”

That wasn’t exactly a yes, but…

Well…

Alyssa didn’t have room to complain about aggressive self-defense.

“Back to examining Tenebrael’s magic,” Alyssa said, not sure at all that she wanted to know more about just what could come from a dragon’s mouth. “What do you need me to do so that you two can analyze everything?”

Irulon and Companion glanced to each other. Both smiled. Companion put on a wide, tooth-filled grin while Irulon managed something far more debonair.

Alyssa suddenly had a bad feeling about going along with this.
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                A hundred monsters marched away from Illuna. The number didn’t represent absolutely every monster that had arrived at Illuna roughly a month ago. Some, like Iona, had decided to stay behind. Not many. Five, perhaps. Ones who had been treated well by the humans and found something worth sticking around for. Inversely, a few dozen humans went with the marching monsters, bolstering the number.

The march was much more of an energetic thing now than it had been on the way to Illuna. Everyone was in much higher spirits. There was hope in every step. Their destination, which Alyssa estimated to be about five miles north of Illuna, was green pastures. New land set up by Martin and Illuna. Close enough to be under Illuna’s shadow but far enough to hopefully keep any possible incidents and tensions low.

According to Brakkt, his father had authorized the loaning of the land. It was royally sanctioned. Anyone seeking to disturb the monsters would be acting directly against Lyrian interests, which should offer them an additional measure of protection beyond merely being considered a pet project of Illuna.

Despite the assurances of their protection, Alyssa still wanted to go with them as they traveled. Just to ensure that nobody tried to ambush them while they were en route. It didn’t make much sense to ambush them on the way. They were all grouped up and there were the humans marching alongside them. Wagons hauled the tents, cots, and other supplies that they had used for their camp, along with a fair bounty of food that should last until they could start hunting and foraging en mass, which should last until their first crops bore fruit… or grain. Once they arrived, however, the group would split up to do said food gathering. And to gather lumber. And other things. It was likely that they would spread out a whole lot more than they had at the camp if only to offer themselves a measure of privacy among themselves that they lacked over the last while. After their arrival but before they could get properly set up would end up being the optimal time to attack, in Alyssa’s opinion.

In actuality, her reason for being here wasn’t so much to stop an attack—though she obviously would help out in the unlikely case that something disastrous happened—and more to get a break from a certain entwined pair of souls.

“Aren’t they helping?”

“No,” Alyssa said firmly, shooting a look at Kasita.

The mimic had the audacity to giggle. She was enjoying this a bit too much. There was a time when Irulon had been interested in poking and prodding at Kasita. During that time, Kasita had taken great pains to avoid Irulon or simply distract her with something else. She knew what Alyssa was going through, but she just sat there with a grin on her face, enjoying the turnabout.

The poking and prodding wasn’t painful. It wasn’t literal poking. Irulon and Companion weren’t trying to cause harm. Though Alyssa was fairly sure that carpal tunnel was starting to set in. Being asked to extend her hand, craft a miracle, and clench her fist over a thousand times had her feeling a bit numb from her elbow down. And that was just one of the experiments they desired. A thousand times! What could they possibly learn on the eight hundredth thirty-first attempt that they hadn’t learned on the five hundredth eighty-third? And that was just one of them. With two of them hovering around her, they frequently tried to get her to do two things at once. While she was stretching Tenebrael’s power for Companion, Irulon had her pulsing light like they were at some kind of rave. They both kept casting various spells to try to discern what was going on at various times in addition to using Companion’s eyes to observe everything, but…

Alyssa needed a break. It had been two days and yet she felt like she had been in their grasp for a month.

Yes. They could go analyze everything they learned—if they learned anything at all. Alyssa was officially on vacation. It was well deserved anyway. If not for how work-minded Irulon and Companion were, she probably would have started her vacation the day of the ritual instead of a few days after.

It probably said something about her that she would much prefer to put herself into potential danger than subject herself to safe experiments. Well, that wasn’t quite accurate. This was purely an excuse. She was hoping that nothing would happen.

Though conjuring up a punching bag to relieve a little stress might not be the worst of all her ideas. In fact, with her ability to create things, she could probably replicate her local gym almost completely. Making a note of that for later, Alyssa decided to simply relax for now.

Kasita, apparently deciding to not pursue the teasing, followed suit. She leaned back as she walked alongside Alyssa, looking around at her fellow monsters.

Alyssa was walking as well. Most of the monsters were too. Only the elderly and those who couldn’t walk were on the wagons and horses. Everything else was being used for storage. Even Izsha, Dasca, and Ensou had volunteered as cargo carriers. Musca had escaped that fate—not that the draken seemed to mind—thanks to it still being with Irulon.

Five miles was a fair distance. Assuming she kept up a light power walk, Alyssa could probably have made it there in two and a half hours, including a short break halfway. A jog might have gotten her there in half that time, but would have worn her out completely. With such a large group, however, they were going at a fairly languid pace. It had already been about five hours. The monsters’ stamina was keeping up quite well, and it shouldn’t be much further, but they had taken a brief break for a half hour earlier. But it shouldn’t be far now.

Soon enough, they should be able to see a small outpost. A single building mostly made from wood but with some bricks. The area that the monsters were being directed to was a former fort, built to warn Illuna of incoming threats from the north. It was still in use, but was falling into disrepair. It would still be in use after the monsters started setting up, it would just be surrounded by monsters.

There wasn’t exactly a road leading up there. There were no proper towns anywhere close enough to the north to need or have formed a regular path. That would probably change in the coming weeks or months as Illuna and this as of yet unnamed monster village interacted.

“They’ll be alright. Right? There’s no way this is going to blow up in everyone’s faces.”

Alyssa glanced to Kasita, raising an eyebrow for a long moment before realizing just what she was talking about.

“Hard to say. Especially if Yora was behind Volta’s kidnapping. But I think it needs to be done anyway. The world is going to get a lot smaller if Jason’s technological advancements come to fruition. Monsters and humans are going to have to get along a whole lot sooner than they would have naturally.”

Jason had sent her a picture a few days ago. It was a monstrosity. A treaded contraption belching a cloud of grey steam into the sky above the smithy. Great arms stretched out from the main bulk, ready to reap anything they came into contact with. Conveyor belts would haul the wheat into the main structure where it would apparently be threshed, removing the grain from the chaff according to the large wall of text that he had sent along with the photo. Useful bits would be kept, less useful would be bailed up and deposited in the fields for later collection as animal feed or whatever else it could be used for. An attachment at the back would apparently mulch and till the land, getting everything ready for the next crop of plants.

Alyssa first thought that it was just a small thing with the main body being around the size of a regular tractor. Then she had noticed that Guillem was standing atop, waving from what Alyssa assumed to be the control area. After that, Alyssa had to revise her opinion on just how large it was as well as just how insane elven construction was. Jason had mentioned finding an investor, or whatever this time period’s equivalent was, quite a few weeks ago that had allowed them to expand beyond what their original plan was, but the machine could probably take out a forest without much trouble.

She had to wonder how quickly it would move. Though, even if it moved at a snail’s pace, it would probably be more than enough to replace dozens of manual laborers simply because of how much work it could do at once—cutting, threshing, storing, and tilling. Alyssa didn’t know what his plans were at the moment. Presumably he and Guillem would make a few more—maybe improving them as they went—before jumping to a completely new project like trains. Assuming they didn’t just make some kind of massive land-destroying roving machine, trains would require infrastructure to be laid down first. That more than anything would delay how soon various cities could be connected.

But it was definitely coming.

Of course, Alyssa was already planning on making portals at least between Illuna and Lyria. Maybe one between this monster village and Illuna as well. She could technically go further than that and make portals everywhere. But even if she did go and make a portal network connecting all major cities, she doubted it would slow down the development of trains all that much. Relying on infrastructure that required a single irreplaceable person was foolish beyond foolish. Alyssa wasn’t planning on being around forever. And not just in the sense that she would eventually die. She still wanted to get back to Earth on a semi-permanent basis—though it would be nice to be able to travel between worlds—and would probably not be available to make new portals when that happened. And growing towns and cities would probably want to be connected to each other. If Lyria and the Juno Federation ever decided to play nicely with each other, expanding rail lines north would help.

And south, should it ever become necessary to connect the Fortress of Pandora to something down there.

“The world is shrinking?”

Blinking, Alyssa turned to find that Brakkt had appeared at her side at some point. He had been walking with Fezzik. Now, he just looked alarmed.

“Not literally,” Alyssa said, suppressing a smile. “I’m just talking about how connected the world is going to become. It was likely going to happen anyway based on the history of my own world, but Jason is trying to jump start industry it seems.”

There were some good things about him doing that to this world. Magic, for one. Burning coal was disgusting—her grandfather used to have a coal stove and it was always nasty and covered in tar—yet thankfully wouldn’t be necessary here because of magic. It might be important to start screening almost everyone for magical potential though. Operating and maintaining a beast like the machine he had made could probably be done by anyone, but powering it likely required an arcanist. The same would be true for trains and whatever other vehicles he thought would work well in this world.

Brakkt just hummed at her response, looking a little more relaxed. “We should be nearing our destination,” he said after a long few minutes of silent walking.

“You won’t see me complaining about that.” Five miles wasn’t all that much to walk on a treadmill or a public park, but it sure felt like a whole lot further when the terrain was rough and up and down and all over the place. Alyssa intended to help set up a few tents, stay in one of her own, one from Earth that she hadn’t had the opportunity to use in quite some time, and probably leave in the morning. Assuming, of course, that everything went well.

Though right now, things did not look like they were going well.

The forward march was slowing to a crawl. Alyssa, being at the back of the group, couldn’t see what they were stopping for. Her eyes flicked to the horizon above the crowd, fearing a column of smoke that might be coming from the outpost. But there was nothing.

Brakkt, sensing something wrong as well, started forward in a light jog. Alyssa followed with all due haste. There wasn’t any shouting or cries of panic, so the caravan didn’t seem to be under attack. Still, her spell cards were in her hand. Brakkt had his sword at his side, but his armor was on Ensou. He just wore a fairly light outfit of cloth, much as Alyssa did.

It was too hot for heavier gear.

Arriving at the front of the group, Alyssa didn’t immediately notice anything wrong. There were no advancing armies or brigands approaching. No natural disasters that might swallow the group whole such as a landslide. Really, everything looked fairly calm. She could even see a small tower jutting out from a brown and green hill. That had to be part of the outpost, though it was smaller than she would have expected. In fact, wasn’t it supposed to have at least a few buildings around the watchtower?

Frowning, Alyssa quickly glanced around. It wasn’t the monsters who were stopping. Or rather, they had stopped, but they looked just as confused as Alyssa. Rather, it was the humans at the fore of the group who had been leading everyone to the outpost that had stopped, some arguing and others pointing toward the watchtower.

Looking back to the watchtower, Alyssa’s frown deepened. It looked… familiar. Even though she was positive that she had never been out this way before. It wasn’t even the structure that looked familiar, but rather the hill. A dirt brown hill with dark green… stripes of grass? Except the green of the grass was too dark for real grass. And…

The hill moved. A ripple ran along it before the stripes started moving.

Brakkt gasped at the exact same moment that Alyssa realized what she was looking at. The nuclear green eyes coming around from the far side of the hill only sealed the deal.

“It’s beautiful…”

Alyssa shot a look to Brakkt. After a moment, she cleared her throat in the hopes that a bit of outside stimulus would get that dopey-eyed look off his face; it just didn’t suit him. The cough didn’t help.

“Alright,” Alyssa called out, deciding that if the slack-jawed lizard-lover wasn’t going to take charge, she would have to step up to the plate. She had to clap her hands a few times to get people’s attention off Lueta and onto her. “Let’s keep moving. It’s not going to hurt us.”

“You know—” one of the human guards started.

He didn’t get to finish before a monster shouted. “It’s Lueta!”

“Lueta?”

“Lueta!”

A ripple of excited half-murmured half-shouted exclamations tore through the crowd of monsters as they quickly recognized just who it was up ahead. In an instant, there was an almost electrical charge in the crowd of monsters. A certain joy at seeing a long-thought-lost companion of theirs.

Unfortunately, their rousing morale didn’t seem to calm the humans who could only see a massive snake wrapped around the outpost. If anything, it had the opposite effect. The humans here were all ones who had responded well to the monsters, either through guarding the camp or interacting with them in town—the monsters apparently lacked a good carpenter and architect so a few humans had volunteered to come start a whole new town—and yet she could see nerves rising.

Grabbing Brakkt by the arm, she dragged him up to the main group of humans. “Lueta, the giant snake over there, is an old companion of these monsters. They got separated after their original settlement was attacked.”

Captain Lancer, the man assigned to lead the humans among monsters, stepped forward almost immediately. “You know this… creature? You knew it would be here?”

“The former, yes. The latter, no.” It would have been nice had Volta offered a word of warning. The dumb doppelganger had seen the group off earlier in the morning. This had to have been planned. Alyssa supposed that Volta could have sent a Message to Lueta after they had left, suggesting the great snake go meet up at the outpost, but even if she hadn’t thought it up before everyone set off, Alyssa still would have expected a Message. She had to wonder if she had done something to annoy the doppelganger to deserve this surprise. Or maybe she thought it would be a fun surprise for Brakkt and the monsters.

Continuing, trying to keep the annoyance out of her voice, Alyssa said, “I’ve met and even talked with the apophis before. We decided to not get near the city for fear that a giant snake might spark a panic. Her name is Lueta and while I expected her to show up someday, I was not expecting today to be that day.”

The mention of the snake on the horizon being an apophis sent a small murmur among the crowd. Not everyone seemed to know what one was, but those who did or had heard of one before were clearly surprised. Brakkt had seemed surprised as well back when Rokien first mentioned their community’s hunters, now that she thought about it. Apophis weren’t supposed to be north of Pandora.

But one was.

There wasn’t much they could do about it unless they decided to fight.

Wanting a bit of backup before they actually thought that, Alyssa poked Brakkt in the side. He had hardly been paying attention. Although she had dragged him in front of the group, between them and the outpost, he was half turned away from the gathered humans to keep watching Lueta.

At being poked, he turned back, blinked twice like he wasn’t quite sure where they were, then put on a bright smile. “Right. As she said,” he said, resting a hand on Alyssa’s shoulder. He gave her a light squeeze before letting the arm drop. Shortly after, he turned away and started walking. “So let’s go say hello!”

Alyssa stared after him, hardly believing that this was the same Brakkt that she knew. But… this must have been what he had been like when he found the dragon. Or even the draken. It was a new side of him, one that was clearly rare. But it wasn’t a bad side of him. He had a spring in his step as he walked.

Actually, she was surprised that he hadn’t whistled for Ensou, dropped the supplies on the ground, and rode on ahead just to be the first one there.

Rolling her eyes, she started following. Although his intentions might be incorrect, he was technically leading by example. She would lead the rest of them as well.

Sure enough, the caravan started moving once again, though this time, there was a strange mix of trepidation and excitement, roughly split between the humans and the monsters.
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                The few humans inside the outpost were, understandably, quite panicked by the sight of a massive snake completely encircling their small building. Less panicked now that Alyssa had arrived to help defuse the situation, but she could still see a bit of a jittery tension to their movements. They had known friendly monsters were on their way. More than one communication had gone out to them over the past week. The caravan had been expected.

The snake had not.

It was a good thing that no one at the outpost had any weapons that would have been capable of seriously harming such a creature. A sword could probably puncture Lueta’s scales if the humans tried hard enough, or came at it from the right angle, but the giant snake could have simply rolled over to crush the humans. Something that the guards well knew and thus hadn’t even attempted such a thing. They hadn’t even had an arcanist up here that could have caused more problems until the caravan arrived with a Rank One guy—any messages before had to be delivered by a horseback rider until now—and without an arcanist, a half dozen people would never have been able to take on Lueta.

It helped that Lueta hadn’t actually attacked them. A cornered animal was the most dangerous, a saying that applied to humans just as much as it worked with anyone else. By leaving the guards alone aside from having slithered up to the outpost—which had not been completely encircled as Alyssa had thought from afar, rather Lueta had simply been on the side between their caravan and the outpost—she hadn’t scared them enough to warrant a suicidal attack.

“You should have found us,” Alyssa said, arms crossed as she stared into those nuclear green eyes. “And Volta should have told you to find us. Or at least to have waited until we arrived. What if they had attacked you? Would you have just sat there and taken it? You could have gotten hurt. And if you had attacked back… everything we’ve been working for might have been lost.”

Lueta did not respond besides a slow blink that might have meant just about anything. Being a giant snake that couldn’t speak English, she really couldn’t respond. At the moment, she couldn’t even use much body language.

Despite having been told by Rokien that Lueta was a prideful introvert who didn’t particularly like interacting with the other monsters, she was currently allowing most of them to climb all over her. Not everyone was. Especially not the older monsters. But they had all crowded around, happy to see a familiar face. Once Worrik started climbing onto Lueta’s back, a few others were emboldened and tried joining him. Before long, Lueta had turned into a living playground attraction.

It was somewhat amusing to watch, though Alyssa kept any such emotions off her face, not wanting to diminish the seriousness of her complaints against Lueta’s actions. But the small cadre of gremlins were by far the most active in trying to scale Lueta’s scales. Being even smaller than normal humans, they weren’t entirely successful until they started hopping up onto each other’s shoulders. Once one got up, they could generally get more and more up by chaining themselves together. That usually left two or three that just couldn’t get up high enough to reach the claws of one of those up on Lueta’s back.

So they all slid off like she was a slide, reordered themselves, and did it again. Laughing all the while.

“Now, now.” Brakkt, somehow, managed to restrain himself from joining in with the celebratory monsters. He definitely looked like he wanted to. It was a bit of a surprise that he had managed to help Alyssa calm down the humans before actually approaching Lueta. “None of that happened. We don’t have to worry about what might have been that much.”

“And you,” Alyssa said, pointing a finger in Brakkt’s face. “You shouldn’t let her off easy just because she has scales.” Frankly, she was surprised that he had even come on this journey in the first place. Dragging him away from Companion had been a chore. The first few days following the ritual, they had been nearly inseparable. Brakkt had bombarded the dragon with question after question. That was where Alyssa had learned the most about draconic culture or lack thereof. The dragon seemed to have endless patience.

Irulon did not have endless patience.

Which, honestly, was probably the reason he was here. A way to at least temporarily appease Irulon.

He hadn’t known that he would be getting rewarded with a chance to meet the apophis.

“Speaking of scales… Can I… touch them?” Brakkt asked in the exact tone of voice that someone might use if they wanted to touch a pregnant woman’s stomach.

Alyssa rolled her eyes. “Fine. Do what you want. Don’t blame me if you get eaten alive. I don’t want to sleep outside tonight. I’m going to get my tent up. And then see about getting food going. I can’t be the only hungry one after that walk.”

Fela’s ears perked up at the mention of food. Brakkt, on the other hand, didn’t even glance over his shoulder. He started shambling forward like an entranced zombie.

“I’ll help out in a few minutes,” he lied. He probably wasn’t intentionally lying, but if he could tear himself away from Lueta within the next thirty minutes, Alyssa would eat her sunglasses.

Alyssa spent the next little while unpacking and getting set up. She didn’t just unpack Izsha’s load, but Dasca’s and Ensou’s as well. Knowing it would probably be a while before Brakkt did regain his senses, Alyssa couldn’t leave them carrying a huge load. Thankfully, she wasn’t the only one getting to work. Fela helped out, though Kasita was still talking with the humans, both those who had come with the caravan and those who had already been stationed at the outpost. She was apparently trying to get some contacts here, following along with the Yora intelligencer’s advice of cultivating a burgeoning spymaster career. Alyssa had no complaints about that. If people here were willing to send her Messages with little updates every now and again, it could help should any problems arise.

If problems did arise, Alyssa might not even need to help out. It was part of that delegation plan. Kasita, having contacts in both Illuna and here, could maybe coordinate assistance should crops fail or livestock fall ill or worse events befall one of the two towns. Alyssa wasn’t sure that it would be completely useful in this particular situation since these people already had close ties to Illuna and would probably contact them before her, but the practice might be nice should she have to do similar things elsewhere in the future.

As for getting things settled here, most of the monsters who weren’t climbing all over Lueta were working to set up their own tents alongside Alyssa. The large ones that had been up around Illuna needed lots of work to get set up properly.

The humans helped out as well. Mostly with the food as they already had the outpost’s barracks as sleeping quarters. None of them were at all interested in getting too close to Lueta, though that wasn’t to say that Lueta wasn’t a distraction for them as well. Any time Alyssa got close, whether that be because she was helping with food or delivering equipment from a wagon to the main outpost, they would stop and ask her something. Most of the questions revolved around the giant snake in their midst. Despite her and Brakkt explaining things, they apparently had not explained enough.

Others, especially the watchpost guards who hadn’t been around Illuna as much recently, would simply ask questions about the monsters in general. For a lot of them, it was actually their first time seeing regular, non-demonic monsters. Even if they had seen the occasional elf or ogre, there were a lot of different types of monsters here today. Were this Earth, she imagined that any place like this would have been fully briefed on incoming oddities that they were expected to watch over and care for. But this wasn’t Earth. They didn’t even get a copy of relevant pages from the guild’s bestiary. If it helped to set them at ease, Alyssa was more than happy to respond.

By the time everything was set up, more and more people had joined in the helping. It only took a good twenty minutes to acclimatize to Lueta being back for most of the monsters. Worrik had probably taken longer when he appeared in the middle of the camp. While most everyone knew Lueta, Alyssa suspected that only Worrik was really close with her.

Brakkt, expectedly, was not one of those who left Lueta alone. He stayed in a one-sided conversation with Lueta right up until all that was left of the public stew was cold dredges. Leaving him with practically nothing wasn’t the intention by half. More than one person had gone up to him to tell him that the food was ready. Every single time, he responded by saying that he would be around in a few minutes.

He did, eventually, make his way over. Whether that was because he had satisfied all the questions he had thought up or because Lueta was tired of him wasn’t a question that Alyssa cared to answer. Though she suspected the latter reason.

After having to scrape the bottom of the cauldron to fill a quarter of a bowl, he sat down next to Alyssa on a toppled log not far from a large bonfire. The fire had been set up in advance, more as a welcome present to the traveling monsters by the men at the outpost.

“Few minutes, huh?” Alyssa said, feeling almost like she had taken too much herself.

The food had been surprisingly tasty for a public meal.

“Got a bit carried away,” Brakkt said with a shrug.

“Yeah, I noticed. Fela and I set your tent up. We didn’t know when you would finish poking and prodding at a poor snake that can’t even run away from your adulations.”

“Adulations? No. I was attempting to have a polite conversation.”

Alyssa raised an eyebrow. “Did Lueta converse back?”

“Not with words. I have a lot of experience in understanding nonverbal communication. In nonhumans, anyway.”

Of course he did. The draken couldn’t talk. Dragons probably couldn’t talk either and somehow he had found out that Companion was ill and dying, though Alyssa hadn’t actually asked Companion about whether or not it could talk. For all she knew, dragons could breathe words or understanding or some other nonsense. Maybe she had heard that they couldn’t talk somewhere else—because it sounded right—but she couldn’t remember exactly where at this exact moment. It wasn’t important.

“How did you get interested in scaled monsters anyway? I know I asked before and I know you said you kept a pet snake as a kid, but lots of people where I’m from have pet snakes. This seems far more of an… obsession.”

“I don’t know that I would go that far,” Brakkt said between spoonfuls of cold stew. “But I like learning about creatures. Monsters, really. Especially about their culture and just… how they live life in general. The snake I had as a child was fascinating to me. I watched it hunt, I watched it sleep, I watched it avoid danger—usually my father—and I watched it avoid its own kind.” He paused a moment, thinking back as he stared into the fire. With a light chuckle, he said, “I thought it might want a friend and caught a second snake. They did not like each other. I thought they might just have incompatible personalities, so I tried to get a few more snakes. Five in total. All of them stayed away from each other. All very isolationist. It was probably that last element that really got me interested.”

Setting down his now empty bowl—he would probably grab something from his private pack later if he was really hungry—Brakkt moved position to sit on the ground with his back up against the log. “At the time, I was well into my training. Not just learning to fight, though that was a part of it, but learning everything else that came with being a prince as well. How to act, how to live, how to eat, how to dress, how to greet someone, which wines to serve during what occasions… Manners and politics. Geography and territories. Tactics and strategy. I wasn’t the best student. Rather, I wished I could just be a snake, sit around, relaxing in the sun until I got hungry, then I could go find food on my own. Skipping my lessons generally ended up with punishment, so that put a stop to it rather quickly. But I suppose that is it. I wanted to be like a snake and avoid responsibilities.”

“And monstrous reptiles, having more intelligence and the ability to talk back in some cases made you want to know how they might handle such situations?”

“That might be how it started. Yeah. Now it isn’t so much that, but I’m still interested in monsters as a whole. Not even just scaled monsters. I talked with both Fela and Kasita quite a bit when they first came to my attention. And I spent many long hours talking with pretty much everyone here,” he said with a wave of his bowl around the bonfire.

“Did you?” Alyssa raised an eyebrow as she glanced to Fela, who nodded and shrugged, then to Kasita, who also offered a nod. “Huh.” He must have done so while Alyssa had been elsewhere. She didn’t remember any in-depth conversations taking place. They hadn’t mentioned it either, so it probably hadn’t been that big of a conversation. Or something notable at all, really. She did know that he spent a lot of time down at the camp, but she had thought that was mostly because the draken were living down there.

“But an apophis… I didn’t even know they were real. I mean, I didn’t believe they weren’t real, but seeing one with my own eyes… It’s like seeing a dragon again. It’s quite amazing for me.”

So it wasn’t just that it had scales that had him so excited over Lueta. That made a bit more sense. He wasn’t so much as herpetologist as he was a cultural anthropologist. Or monstropologist? Less interested in their biology than he was in how they lived. Though a few things he said made Alyssa want to know a little more about her friend.

“If you could, would you run away from all the royal stuff? No more being a prince, free to explore or live however you wanted with the draken and other monsters?”

Brakkt drew in a deep breath, held it for a long moment, and slowly let it back out. “If you had asked ten… maybe even five years ago, I probably would have said yes. Today, I mostly do what I want to do. I no longer have hours-long tutoring sessions on the intricacies of house politics and I don’t have to spend days memorizing thousands of details that a cartographer added to a map without really thinking about what they might mean. I keep up on my training regimen, but that is my choice, not a swordmaster forcing me to do a thousand drills a day.

“Now, I can look back and see the value in what I was taught. I might not have survived to today without all the skills and knowledge that I learned. I might have wound up ostracized had I made a mistake during a feast or ball, leading to me being banished or otherwise restricted from travel. I might not have found the draken or the dragon without my cartography lessons. Were it not for all that work and effort that I hated at the time, I might not be here with you, Kasita, Fela, and a giant monster that was effectively mythical for me until a few weeks ago.”

That was… almost sweet. Except he didn’t look at any of their little group as he named them. He just looked off to Lueta. It made Alyssa laugh a little, which did bring his attention back to her. “Well,” she said, smiling. “I’m glad you’re here with us too.”
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                “What is this? How… How did you manage—”

Alyssa had only stayed a few days at the new monster settlement. More days than she had expected to spend, but less than she could have spent. The original plan had been to leave in the morning. Lueta’s presence changed that. Not just because Brakkt wanted to chat either. Alyssa stayed because she wanted to make sure that everything would go smoothly. No hiccups of any kind.

Brakkt was still there, as was Kasita. Both agreed with Alyssa’s assessment that the situation could turn sour… especially as more supplies were due to arrive in only a few days. Having the delivery guys stop the moment they spotted Lueta and rush back to Illuna with tales about how the settlement had been taken over or destroyed by a giant snake would probably cause a lot of problems. Brakkt was going to return with them to Illuna and… diplomatically alert Martin to the situation. Assuming Volta hadn’t already done so.

But that was neither here or there.

What was here was…

Earth?

Alyssa walked into what had once been Irulon’s abattoir to find both the princess and the dragon right where she had left them. She started questioning whether or not they had even left to eat, only to trail to a stop as she noticed the wall. It looked like a window. When she had left, it had looked like a window into the Endless Expanse. A shattered window with each facet of the shattered whole showing off a different view.

Now, it wasn’t shattered. It was a whole pane of glass that seemed to be looking out onto a city street. Cars drove by, people walked up and down the sidewalk, and even a jet leaving a long contrail in a clear blue sky. Looking closer, she focused on the signs and writing, things that would prove that it was Earth and not some other world that might exist out in the universe. The language wasn’t English, but that didn’t mean much. Alyssa might have been able to recognize Japanese or Chinese and most of the Western European languages, but this was a bit different. That wasn’t to say that she didn’t recognize it. It looked like a middle-eastern script. Something they might use in Afghanistan or thereabouts. She didn’t know what it was called, or even if it was really that language.

Though it looked like Earth with the tall buildings and even what looked like a No Smoking sign, she couldn’t say it absolutely was Earth. Even if she did see English, she would have to see the names of cities or notable locations to be sure, since English was the predominant language of Nod as well. Though she still suspected that Tenebrael had done something that just made her see and hear everything as if it were English here. A little translation fish in her ear or something. Or maybe a reverse translation fish, as Kasita and Irulon could understand the English from videos on her phone just fine.

“How did you get this to work?”

“It’s a brand new spell,” Irulon said. “We analyzed the moment the spell shattered over and over again, trying to figure out why it might… do what it was doing.”

Companion stepped forward, looking through a thick notebook that Alyssa didn’t remember seeing before. “We’re actually still not exactly certain, but we distilled enough information down to its basics to figure out that Fractal spells, or at least that Fractal spell, interferes with how reality functions. When it fails and shows off the Endless Expanse, we figured that it was because the Endless Expanse and its ‘Throne’ operate on a higher level of reality.”

“As you said Tenebrael said, the Throne encompasses all. It’s right here, next to us in a metaphysical sense. Once we realized that, tapping into it without crashing the staff into the spell became much simpler. A reworking of the Fractal magic wasn’t even necessary. Just a few minor tweaks to… put it simply, it starts shattered. Except in one piece. If that makes sense.”

Alyssa supposed it made sense. When she had first met Irulon, the princess had claimed that Fractal magic was a branch rarely researched because most people who tried went insane. It was that complex a magic type. Or so she assumed. Who knew, maybe they went insane because of all the mucking about with reality. In fact, it was probably that. As such, she wasn’t sure that she really wanted to take the thick stack of papers that Companion was holding out for her.

Though she did anyway.

But… flipping it open and looking through it? She had to question whether or not Tenebrael’s Babel Fish was working properly. The words were English, sure, but they weren’t put together in sentences that made any kind of sense. The rest of it was mathematics. Looking at it made Alyssa wish that she had been able to get a picture of Tenebrael’s lesson back on Earth. Companion and Irulon would have surely been able to make some sense of it.

Closing the notebook without looking further into it—she would much prefer to keep her sanity as much as possible—Alyssa turned to the scene of Earth. “So how did you get that? And can you move the viewpoint?”

“The view seems to be random every time we start the spell,” Companion said. “We’re not sure why. Most of the world seems to be empty. We’ve gotten mostly ocean views, under and over, and plenty of swaths of mostly empty land. There might sometimes be wires or roads. This is actually the first view of a proper city that we’ve seen.”

“We’ve seen pictures on your phone, so we’re not too shocked. Still, those buildings are quite amazing. I can hardly believe they can stand. The Lyrian palace is tall, but it is also wide at the base. Those things just go straight up. They can’t be sturdy.”

Alyssa shrugged. “It’s actually pretty rare that they collapse. It is almost never by accident. They’re all designed to handle earthquakes up to a certain point. If they do come down, it’s usually intentional. Either sabotage or controlled demolition to replace the building with something newer.”

“Hm.”

“I’m sure I could pull up the theory behind skyscraper construction if you’re interested in building some here, though I don’t know if the strength of the materials you guys have will be up to standards. Earth has heavily refined its steel and concrete production. You guys don’t even have concrete as far as I’m aware.”

“Maybe some other year,” Irulon said with a dismissive wave of her hand.

Companion took over. “As for actually creating the spell, we, again, took what Tenebrael said to heart. The Endless Expanse is connected to everything, therefore it must be connected to all inhabited worlds. Using some of your equipment that you left behind, along with some analysis that Irulon performed on your home near Teneville, we were able to… attune a spell to look through the Endless Expanse to what we believe to be your world. I’ll spare you the technical details,” Companion said with a flick of her eyes to the closed notebook. There was a bit of disappointment in her tone, like she was sad that she didn’t have someone else to discuss the trappings of magic with.

“It isn’t perfect,” Irulon said, walking over to the Fractal spell. Clasping her hands behind her back, she leaned forward, just about pressing her nose up against it without actually touching it. “Several of the scenes we observed using this technique may not have even been Earth. It is hard to say. A world is a vast place filled with many different locales, both natural and constructed. However, we have both seen pictures, videos, and movies. We were able to dismiss some of the stranger sceneries as being from elsewhere.”

There were some strange buildings on Earth. Sometimes it seemed like an architectural student got authorized to design a building that really didn’t look like a normal building. And then there were theme parks and other places of fanciful styling. If their viewpoint had ended up in Disneyland, they probably wouldn’t have realized that it was Earth.

Getting closer to the spell, moving up alongside Irulon, Alyssa found it… weird. Disorientating. She hadn’t gotten a good look at the panels in the shattered dome because of the Astral Authority’s Justice and, after, the thick coating of ash that had covered absolutely everything. The windows to the Endless Expanse were all somewhat… abstract. While there were identifiable structures, such as the crystalline towers and buildings, it was all just a bit too removed from normal reality to have triggered a sense of vertigo as she looked through them.

But this looking glass, looking in on Earth—or an Earth-analogue—was like looking through an actual window. As in, when Alyssa got closer, the view changed to accommodate. She could lean right up against it and look to the side to see a much wider field of view than she had been able to get by standing back at the entrance to the chamber. It was getting closer that made her realize that the viewpoint wasn’t at ground level. It was a good twenty feet up. With the spell being perfectly clear, it looked like she could just step through… maybe not to her death as it was only twenty feet, but still, it triggered her mild fear of heights.

Irulon put an arm against it, leaning into it as if to see downward. It was solid. Humans, at least, couldn’t pass through. Kasita might be another story entirely.

Alyssa backed away.

She did not like heights.

If something strange happened because she was the one to touch it, she didn’t want to accidentally fall into Earth. Not like that. And not now.

Thankfully, neither Companion or Irulon seemed to notice her sudden nerves. Irulon was staring into the other world while Companion prattled on with some of those technicalities that she had said she would spare Alyssa from having to hear. Maybe these didn’t count for her, though she severely overestimated Alyssa’s knowledge of magic if she thought discussing the recursive self-similarity of nowhere differentiable fractal ingress meant anything to her. Of course, it was possible that she was just talking to herself, reasoning something out aloud. Irulon often did a similar thing and the two of them definitely had picked up each other’s habits.

“So,” Alyssa said, taking a seat on the far side of the room. “What does this mean for us?”

Irulon looked over her shoulder. “Besides proving that other worlds truly do exist to the academics at the Observatorium? At the moment, not much. While I’m sure there is a great deal that we can glean merely by observation of Earth, the Endless Expanse, and any other locales that we can view, traveling to such locations is currently beyond our capabilities. Fractal magic doesn’t tend to allow for traveling in the way we will need. Though I do want to take another look into the spell our other selves developed back during the assault on the Lyrian palace. That may provide some clues that we can use to adapt a proper transportation spell.”

“We are aware of the angelic problem and the likelihood of drawing… undesirable attention to both this world and Tenebrael,” Companion added before Alyssa could mention that particular problem. “At the moment, such thoughts of interacting with the realms we can observe are merely theoretical.”

Alyssa let out a slight sigh at hearing that. “As much as I want to go home, I think that would be best for now. But there is another problem you might not be considering.”

Companion and Irulon, at the exact same moment, turned and looked to each other with raised eyebrows. It was brief, they looked over to Alyssa soon after, but eerie all the same.

“Oh?” “Oh?”

Ignoring them turning into the exact same person for the moment, Alyssa continued with what she was going to say. “If you did get to another world… you might not be able to return.”

“Explain.” “Explain.”

“Magic here is powered by Tenebrael. At least magic in the form of spell cards is…” Kasita had functioned just fine during her brief stay on Earth. “All spell cards are essentially prayers to Tenebrael, asking for her to intervene on your behalf. Earth, and other worlds, are not within Tenebrael’s dominion. Magic doesn’t exist on Earth. Not like it does here. Tenebrael took away my spell cards on all my trips to Earth, so they may work there, but I wouldn’t count on it. You could teleport to Earth and wind up stranded there. It wouldn’t be like a… bad life. Earth is technologically advanced and relatively friendly, but still… you probably don’t want to stay permanently.

“Of course, if you did make it to Earth, Tenebrael would probably notice and immediately whisk you back here. So maybe it wouldn’t be that big of a deal…” It really depended. Tenebrael seemed to have been able to transport Alyssa from Earth to Nod because her continued presence there had not been accounted for by Iosefael’s little black book. But something was strange about Alyssa in that she broke those books. Or at least she had after avoiding her death. If Iosefael’s Earth book updated to include Irulon should the princess make it there, Tenebrael might not be able to return her to Nod.

Alyssa considered asking Tenebrael the next time the angel stopped by, something she had been doing with surprising regularity, but wasn’t sure if she should actually ask. As far as Alyssa knew, Tenebrael didn’t know about all these experiments that Irulon was running. If she became aware, she might put a stop to it, either because she wanted to protect herself or maybe because she would be forced to by her programming.

All of it had to be theoretical, anyway. Alyssa, at the very least, couldn’t go anywhere until she had a real way of avoiding angels. Not killing them. After having seen the Endless Expanse and all the uncountable members of the Heavenly Host, Alyssa had a feeling that she would never be able to kill them all without dying along the way. Maybe she could get a few. Maybe she could get a hundred. But there were simply too many.

She needed a way to hide. To turn herself invisible to their senses. To cloak her soul like Empty Mirror cloaked her body.

Or… Alyssa’s thoughts trailed off as she looked between Irulon and Companion. For a moment, she closed her eyes just to check on their little soul connection. It was still there. Still just as strong as it had been just after the ritual. Their souls interacted with each other in a way that Alyssa would define as normal if compared to everyone else, yet…

They clearly shared something between themselves. Their simultaneous speech, mimicked expressions and postures, and seeming ability to see through each other’s eyes was proof enough of that. But it got Alyssa wondering if she couldn’t do something similar. Not a connection between herself and another person, but…

“Hey, Irulon… and Companion,” she quickly added—she was so used to only addressing Irulon, but now that Companion was here, she didn’t want to leave the dragon out of the conversation. Not that Companion hadn’t always been around, but now she had a body and facial expressions and a pout when people only looked to Irulon. “The connection you share… Would it be possible to adapt that to other purposes? Maybe by, say, sticking a soul into an iron ball but having it tethered to a body?”

Once again, the two blinked and glanced to each other. This time, their expression was just short of alarmed. Breaking their copied motions, Irulon turned back first. “Yes. There is quite a well known method of doing just that. Death magic rituals can separate the soul from the body, placing it in a soul jar. Several humans in the past have done so. We call them liches, as they generally are not humans any more at that point. Not even monsters. They are functionally more akin to infected.”

“Not a wise thing to do,” Companion continued right from where Irulon left off. “Most cases reveal several problems. First, the body tends to decay at an accelerated rate. Flesh wounds do not heal. Infections spread far faster. The body otherwise begins falling apart.”

Irulon broke in quickly with a raised finger. “Though it should be noted, the lich does not appear to feel any pain from this. In fact, the body continues to operate even after sustaining wounds that would be incompatible with life. They will be decayed, rotting husks of people, but they’ll still walk around. Talking somewhat depends on how much the mouth, throat, and lungs are intact.”

“Second,” Companion said, flowing perfectly on the moment Irulon was done. “And potentially far more worrisome… if—or rather, when the body is destroyed, the soul will remain in the soul jar. Recovered soul jars have been experimented on, proving this fact. Tenebrael does not show up to collect them when the body dies. They are left trapped in perpetuity. Then there are all the problems that can arise from someone getting their hands on your soul jar…”

“It was once thought to be a form of immortality. And if a lich could learn to create a new body, much like you can, and bind their soul to it even if their original body was destroyed, it might actually be a way to live forever. However, even that is in doubt. There was once a time where the Observatorium performed a number of infamous experiments involving a lich’s soul jar. They removed a soul from a condemned man and then tried to bind the lich’s soul to the empty body. The results were… not pleasant to say the least. The Observatorium now labels all research into anything related to liches to be anathema. Banned. Discovery warrants exile to the First City.”

Leaving that bomb of a comment, Irulon and Companion allowed silence to hang over the conversation for a few moments. Mostly to emphasize their point, Alyssa suspected. They really didn’t need to. Turning into a rotting corpse sounded bad enough. And the souls… Irulon hadn’t said it, but Alyssa imagined that it would be something similar to those souls she and Tenebrael had used to save the other Earthlings. Those tortured expressions on their faces still lingered in the back of her mind.

“Why do you ask?” Companion said, tilting her head to one side.

“I thought I might be able to leave my soul here and visit Earth with just my body, thus hiding from the angel’s ability to detect souls.”

“Oh.”

“Hm.” Irulon and Companion glanced at each other before Irulon spoke again. “Perhaps if it were temporary…”

“There has never been an experiment involving the length of the tether, correct?”

“A soul jar was once recovered from deep in the northern desert, suspected to be that of—”

Alyssa cut in with a firm voice. “No. Stop. No planning this one. Thanks, but we’ll figure out a different way.”

The two of them looked to Alyssa. With their faces almost exactly the same, Alyssa felt like she was being crushed by the doubled disappointed looks. They wanted to experiment on her. Because of course they did.

Time to distract them. “Why don’t we go back to figuring out how to create material using Tenebrael’s power with spell cards? Weren’t we making progress there?”

Silence. It lasted a moment. Maybe a full minute. Irulon slowly shook her head. “We got stuck in the problem of creating a spell card that can change itself during the spell. Conjured light is our best option at the moment. However, we would have to specify the end result in the initial spell card. A spell to cast a spell, essentially.”

“Activation of the second spell is also a problem,” Companion said, joining in on the conversation.

Alyssa tried to concentrate. They were taking the time to explain things to her, after all. But the relief that they seemed to have moved on from any of that lich stuff was a little distracting…

As was trying to think up another way to cloak her soul from angels.
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                The time had come. With the ritual having come to an end and no pressing research or other problems bearing down on anyone, it was time to head out. Irulon wanted to get back to the Observatorium to look through their library on a whole variety of matters. Mostly on the topic of new ways to cast spells. She had plans to research how the formation of spell cards came about, despite knowing their general history, and wanted to make advancements toward more complex spell patterns that couldn’t be represented on a flat, unmoving card.

Companion wanted to introduce herself to the Pharaoh. Judging by the sly smile on her face when she stated her intentions, the Pharaoh was probably going to react in an… interesting way. Especially because Companion hadn’t used the word pharaoh. She had called him dad. It made Alyssa wonder if the dragon wasn’t going to try something. If she was trying to claim that, as a slightly monstrous version of Irulon, she was supposed to be within the line of succession and then claim that she was a dragon that was older than the Pharaoh, she might be thinking she would be first in line to the throne.

Alyssa had a feeling that such a plan would absolutely not work, but from the small smile Companion gave her when she asked, she doubted that it not working would stop Companion from trying.

As for Brakkt, he didn’t have any pressing need to return to Lyria right away. Since he still wanted to interact with the monsters a bit more, he wasn’t going to be returning—along with Trik, who would remain behind as a representative from Lyria monitoring the demonic situation. But that wasn’t such a big deal. Not so long as Alyssa could do her own job properly.

Technically speaking, it might be more along the lines of Tenebrael’s job, but Alyssa was having to do the grunt work of it because of Tenebrael’s restrictions. Standing out in an empty stretch of land east of Illuna, Alyssa couldn’t help but be a little upset at that. If, through a request, Tenebrael was going to do everything anyway, she should just do it herself. Alyssa would much rather make portals on her own.

Unfortunately, that just wasn’t possible at the moment. Understanding the Nth dimension rules needed to fold space in only a localized portal framework was so far above her head despite Tenebrael definitely dumbing down a mathematics lesson for her that she had doubts about ever being able to simply conjure up a portal between to places on Nod, let alone back to Earth. Even Irulon and Companion hadn’t been able to discern most of what Tenebrael had been talking about—Alyssa had used her phone to record an impromptu lesson for their later viewing. If those two super-geniuses couldn’t grasp the concepts, Alyssa had no hope for herself.

Luckily, with their work on Fractal magic, Alyssa didn’t think she would have to operate Tenebrael’s magic to that degree to get back to Earth.

Still, she wanted to. With all the other things she had done personally with Tenebrael’s magic, using it that way just felt… right. Now that she wasn’t spending all day and all night working on a body for Companion—or the research required to create said body—she had the time to pursue more personal projects. Her current project was to watch just about every tutorial video on the internet regarding math. She needed to build up her basics before she would even attempt to watch the video she had recorded of Tenebrael again.

Mind flooded was a good term to describe her current state of being. Alyssa didn’t consider herself academically inept. She had gotten good grades in school and, later, college. But she had never had any aspirations that needed extremely advanced classes to achieve. She hadn’t ever taken calculus or advanced physics classes. Trying to learn it all from videos on the internet now was a bit much. Especially when she couldn’t even post questions and get responses or clarification unless someone else had asked the same question.

A part of her really wanted to take a trip to Earth just to post the video she had taken of Tenebrael. While she was sure that it would get a lot of comments solely related to the angel’s appearance—it was the internet, after all—surely some people would notice that she was talking about mathematics at an insane level. Maybe even too high of a level. It would probably get ignored as some kind of fantasy nonsense even though Alyssa was pretty sure all the concepts she talked about were real things, just at too high of a level for most of humanity, if not all of humanity, to understand with their current understanding of math.

But that was more of a prank on humanity than anything serious. Irulon and Companion had been able to at least partially decipher most of the advanced mathematics videos that Alyssa had showed them, and that was without having gone through twelve years of useless public education. Since they could understand calculus but couldn’t understand Tenebrael’s lessons, there might be something fundamentally different about how angels did math.

Regardless, that didn’t actually matter as far as creating a portal back to Lyria was concerned. At least not this portal.

Martin had been skeptical of the whole thing. Both that she could make a permanent portal and that a permanent portal would be a good thing to have. He and his son—the actual ruler of Illuna, his father was just acting as a regent—had been sending Messages back and forth with Alyssa having to sit around and answer questions. Eventually, she got Martin’s son to go to Teneville through the other portal she had made, just to get over the part of the argument where they didn’t believe it could be done. That portal, since its opening was in the palace stables, was apparently being kept a secret. Only a handful of people at the palace actually knew about it.

Incidentally, argument by way of Message spells was the absolute worst thing. It was hard to describe just how bad it was that they could only send a sentence or two at a time. Shorter responses, such as a ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ were avoided as much as possible simply because it was a waste of good spell cards to only say one word. Even still, they burned through around fifty cards each before finally giving Alyssa the go-ahead.

So now she was standing a good mile outside Illuna, trying to remember exactly what she had done to get a portal up and running between Lyria and Teneville. It probably didn’t matter, there was a lot of intent that mattered, and Tenebrael had outright hijacked a prayer that one time to cause a giant symbol of herself to appear above Lyria, distracting the Astral Authority long enough to talk. That was the real problem with forming a request to Tenebrael. She had a lot of leeway in what happened compared to if Alyssa were just doing things on her own.

But she didn’t really want to spend weeks traveling. More, it would help out Brakkt and allow her to visit Iona or the monster village almost whenever she wanted. Depending on how good of time they were making, she might even beat her mother back to the city. She had been a bit bogged down at the time, but she probably should have spared a few hours to do this before they left. In fact, they might not have left at all if they knew this was coming. For Oz and company, the portals were likely completely unknown unless Lisa had mentioned them.

In fact, there probably wasn’t much need to leave for anyone anymore. If the Pharaoh and Martin allowed public use of the portal network, Illuna and Lyria might well be the same city. The portal wouldn’t be quite big enough for highway-like traffic, but for most aspects of mercantile life, there probably wouldn’t be much of a different. Socioeconomic changes that might result from this portal had been mostly absent from Martin’s Messages to his son, but there were bound to be many. Many was an understatement.

But socioeconomic problems were absolutely not Alyssa’s responsibility. As long as a portal wasn’t going to cause untold death and destruction, regulating their use was up to the Pharaoh.

“Alright, I’m going to start,” Alyssa said, wishing she could be alone for this. Unfortunately, both Martin and Volta wanted to watch. Given Volta’s recent troubles, both had several more guards with them than she had ever seen otherwise, save for when Martin first greeted the monsters. Irulon and Companion were both standing just to the side of where Alyssa expected the portal to materialize, ready to analyze its formation from multiple angles.

If she hadn’t known better, she might have thought that they split apart just so that they would have more hands and more eyes for any given project.

“Tenebrael,” she said. She almost stopped, noticing her fingernails turning black. She had almost forgotten about that. It didn’t happen when using divine magic on her own. Only when Tenebrael acted through her. And she hadn’t done anything like this in a long while. Not since cutting their connection before dealing with the Astral Authority. Shaking her head, she kept going. “Grant me a boon.” Which was what she had said last time. “A gateway between this fair city and the outskirts of Lyria. A permanent portal so that your servants might traverse the land swiftly and safely.”

The black and white light swirling from her fingertips formed together into a truly massive mystic circle. Large enough to encompass a semi-truck lengthwise. Enochian script twisted and turned, interwoven with the geometric patterns. The warmth of Tenebrael’s light flooded over everyone. Though Alyssa was squinting to keep from going blind, she could still see the way everyone else straightened at that—which was a bit off putting given her so-far-unsuccessful efforts to replicate the effect. Irulon and Companion were the only two who didn’t. Both were casting various diagnostic spells to try to better understand exactly what was happening.

Hopefully they got what they needed. The swirling of the mystic circle reached its peak. It moved so fast that it was just a blur. Alyssa couldn’t make out a single character of the Enochian script. She couldn’t discern any unique shapes anymore. It was all just a big blur of light and dark a few feet in front of her fingertips.

Starting from the center, that blur slowly spread apart. Through the hole in the middle, Alyssa could see a sight that wasn’t the distant hills east of Illuna. It was the golden fields of wheat that surrounded Lyria, the Lyrian wall, and, most prominently, the palace. The hole continued to spread until it reached the very edge of the swirling mystic circle. There, it stopped growing. The whirling continued, spinning into a blinding beam of razor-thin light that bordered the portal.

The view was a familiar one. She hadn’t been specific, which might have been a problem, but the portal’s location appeared to be from the direction of Teneville, looking down on the city from up high near the road. A good thing. She hadn’t even considered that ‘outskirts of Lyria’ probably contained everywhere around the city, including up north where the city looked over the desert and, more importantly for the context of this concern, the far-off Juno Federation.

Next time, she would have to remember to specify a more specific location. Maybe ‘next to the portal to Illuna’ or something similar. That would probably work.

For the moment, Alyssa let her arms drop to her sides, noting that her fingernails were back to normal. With that, she first looked to Companion and Irulon. They had already seen a portal like this before, but Irulon hadn’t been casting a bunch of spells to try to understand what was going on last time, missing out on that. She had probably been a bit more mystified by Tenebrael at the time. While Alyssa wouldn’t doubt her faith at the moment, some disillusionment had to have set in. It was one thing for a god to remain hidden behind the mystique of the unknown. It was another thing to have a god give a classroom-style lecture.

On the other side of things, both Volta and Martin looked absolutely floored. At least they were standing. A few of their guards had dropped their weapons and knelt down… not at Alyssa, thankfully, but at the portal itself. Still, if word of this got back to the rest of the town—which it would; gossip in a tavern spread far—Alyssa had a feeling that she wouldn’t be able to walk around quite so freely. Which was a shame. It had been nice while it had lasted, she supposed.

Maybe she should head off to some other new place. Somewhere that people didn’t know her. Though that was probably a moot point. Lyria was big enough that most people wouldn’t notice one person walking around with sunglasses on. Besides that, it had been a few months since she was last at the large city. About the only people who would remember her would be Tzheitza and Oxart.

Hopefully.

“Is that…” Volta trailed off.

“Lyria.” Martin actually stumbled back. “It’s been years since I last visited. I’m older now, never thought I would see it again. Travel is a bit rough for one my age.”

“Well, you don’t have to just see it,” Alyssa said, taking a few steps forward. The first portal, the one back in Teneville, scared her. The edges of the portal looked like they might chop of an arm if touched wrong. Besides that, it was a portal. Who knew how it functioned? Tenebrael. That was it. They had started out being careful, tossing a few experimental rocks through before shoving an arm through. Kasita had been the one to offer an arm, given that it wouldn’t actually hurt her if something went wrong. Knowing now that she could stick her hand into the Endless Expanse, Alyssa wasn’t sure that using her as a guinea pig was a good idea for these kinds of things, but she had offered. Only after a few hours of poking and prodding at the portal had Alyssa actually tried to step through.

Here and now? She knew what to expect. The edges of the portal were harmless. They actually felt a bit like water. She wouldn’t leave a foot behind if, when stepping through, she didn’t pick up her leg high enough. It was an instant transport. Aside from a small change in air pressure that somehow didn’t result in wind rushing through the portal, it didn’t feel much different from walking into a different room.

There was a bit of a chill, Alyssa noted. Not with the portal, but just a cold day around Lyria. There was a whole lot less moisture in the air as well. Going from the humid climate around Illuna to the dry deserty air in Lyria mid-breath actually made her cough. But it was just a slight thing. Everything worked. She turned and waved.

Irulon and Companion stepped into view of the portal almost immediately. They didn’t speak a word to each other, but whatever connection they shared let them get around that. With Irulon starting up some more diagnostic spells, Companion stepped forward.

Thought occurring just in time, Alyssa closed her eyes and focused on their soul connection. Oddly enough, while both were on the other side of the portal, she couldn’t see their souls despite them appearing to be right in front of her. If she oriented herself properly, she could probably find them by looking across the world. The soul-vision didn’t have a range limit, but everything got muddled as the distance increased. But Irulon and Companion were different from everyone else. They had a fairly distinct soul.

But it was too late for that. Companion stepped through.

Instead of her soul being tethered through the portal, it swerved around, stretched thin as it raced off toward where Alyssa assumed Irulon was. However, Alyssa didn’t keep watching to observe the effect. Companion stumbled forward.

Alyssa immediately moved forward, catching her before she could fall. The former dragon gripped Alyssa’s arm, tight enough to make her wince. “It’s a good thing we didn’t give you those claws,” Alyssa said, trying not to sound too strained at the biting nails digging into her skin. “Are you alright?”

“Apologies.” Companion breathed heavily as if saying a single word had been equivalent to sprinting a full mile. “We expected some… discomfort. But clearly, we underestimated what we would feel.”

Glancing up to the portal, Alyssa frowned. Irulon had just about fallen as well. Fela provided the princess with a similar service as to what Alyssa was offering Companion. For a moment, Fela tried to usher Irulon to the portal, but the princess shook the hellhound off, returning to standing on her own two feet.

Companion was getting back her balance as well. Her grip lessened, though she kept a hand on Alyssa’s elbow to keep herself steadied.

“You two have to remain next to each other? Should we take you back?”

“No. And no. It was the sudden distance that caused the problem, we think. If one of us traveled by horse or draken while the other stayed behind, we wouldn’t even notice. Already, the loss of strength is fading.”

“So no portal travel?”

“If we held hands and crossed at the same time… but if one of us has to go through, we have decided to ensure that the other is aware and not doing anything dangerous should they lose strength.”

“I see…” As long as it wasn’t permanent… They probably shouldn’t go through portals too many times regardless. Alyssa didn’t know how their souls worked. She wasn’t even sure that Tenebrael really knew. Their tie to each other was similar to a rubber band, able to stretch and shrink. But while a rubber band could stretch and shrink many times without issue, too far would snap it. Sometimes, a small weakness in the band would snap it even when it shouldn’t otherwise break.

They might, individually, be fine should that happen. Alyssa didn’t know that they should take the chance.

Irulon and Fela stepped through the portal a few moments later. Kasita stayed behind, talking to Volta with a bit of input from Martin. Alyssa couldn’t hear her from this side of the portal, but both were gesturing to the portal. Eventually, Martin stepped through. Volta didn’t approach.

Alyssa didn’t take long to wonder why. She had probably watched Irulon and Companion’s reaction and decided that it might be risky to step through, even though she was always in contact with her body double. Kasita, noticing Alyssa’s gaze, shrugged her shoulders and mouthed the word ‘later.’ That practically confirmed Alyssa’s suspicion.

“I can’t believe it,” Martin said, words oddly breathy as he gazed at the city and the land surrounding it. Alyssa wondered if the sudden dry air was affecting him as well.

“Tenebrael is capable of anything,” Irulon said softly. “Instant transport is the least among it all. But, we can offer our awe to Tenebrael another time. My father will likely wish to know the location of this portal so that he can station guards or build a structure or both, in time. Shall we head into the city, Martin?”

“Yes. Yes, I think we should. My son will be waiting for us. And I haven’t seen the Pharaoh in many years. It will be good to see him again.”

“I just hope he doesn’t make a big event out of our return,” Irulon said.

            

    
        043.006 Return to Lyria - Gussy Up

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa set down her phone, pausing the video on some more advanced physics—her topic over the last two days, since arriving in Lyria. She thought that she might be able to make more interesting things if she knew a bit more about how the normal world worked. Unfortunately, she also thought she was reaching the limits of just what could be accomplished through simplified video tutorials.

Luckily, a distraction arrived.

The Pharaoh walked into Irulon’s room. His presence commanded attention. He was exactly as Alyssa remembered. About as young-looking as Brakkt, sharp features, dark beard and hair, and robed in fine cloth. But something was different this time. His expression was neutral at first glance, but the moment his eyes flicked to Irulon, his gaze hardened to a tight anger.

When Irulon looked up from her notebook, glanced at him, and looked back down, that hard gaze tightened even further.

“Daughter,” he said in a calm tone betraying none of his irritation. “You have ignored my summons.”

“Oh no.” Irulon’s tone was flat and sarcastic. “Sometimes I get mixed up between me and Companion. Must have sent her on accident.”

The Pharaoh put on a smile. “I rather enjoyed my conversation with your counterpart. But I called for my daughter.”

Groaning, with a half mumbled, “I know,” under her breath, Irulon set down her pen and turned to her father. “Well, you’re here now. What did you want? And don’t say a feast. I know what you said to Companion. While she might be happy to go, I would rather not. She can take my place.”

“You’ll both be at the head table,” the Pharaoh said in a tone that left no room for argument. “Along with Alyssa.”

Jumping at being addressed, Alyssa bit her lip. She had been hoping to go unnoticed—the Pharaoh still kind of scared her, especially because she didn’t have the staff with her at the moment; his Time magic wouldn’t have a hard time affecting her.

Irulon, on the other hand, was not shocked at the announcement. “Excellent. If Alyssa is going, she can just create a copy of me to take my place.”

“That… wouldn’t last long at all.”

“And that’s the beauty of it!” Irulon stood up, walked over to Alyssa, and placed one hand on each shoulder. “You create a copy of me, set it down at whatever chair I’m supposed to sit at. After a few minutes, it slumps over, dead. Everyone witnesses me dying in a public setting. They think I’m dead. I never have to attend another one of these banal events for the rest of my life!”

“That’s going a bit far, don’t you think?”

“I’ve had a few blissful months where I didn’t have to interact with anyone I didn’t want to. I didn’t have to put on airs, dress up, sit around with no mental stimulus more exciting than shoving a fork in my mouth while smiling at all the people trying to thrust adulations my way in an attempt at raising their own standings. Returning to that is like a nightmare. I can’t imagine what Companion is thinking when she says she wants to go and I’m literally thinking the exact same things that she is.”

“Regardless, you are my daughter. You will be attending. As will you, Alyssa.” He turned, steely eyes locking onto Alyssa. “You will find a servant waiting at the stairs. He will take you to a tailor. Your dress will be ready by evening.”

“Tonight?” Frowning, Alyssa looked to Irulon for help only to realize that the princess wanted help from her in getting out of this. She didn’t have any desire to attend a feast any more than Irulon did. “Why am I going?”

“Why, it is celebrating your accomplishments, of course.”

“What.” Accomplishments? Alyssa’s mind went completely blank, unable to come up with anything she had done recently that might be worth celebrating.

The Pharaoh filled her in. “You and my children returning home after successfully closing the pit? A feast is the least of all the ‘banal’ events I could throw you into,” he said with an aside glance to Irulon. “Be thankful that this is it. You won’t even be required to make a speech.”

“I didn’t—” Alyssa clamped her mouth shut. What she did or didn’t do probably didn’t matter nearly as much as what appeared to have happened. Instead of arguing that she had little to nothing to do with the actual closure of the pit, Alyssa decided to help Irulon out. “Izsha and Kasita were there too. Izsha even got severely injured in the process. Fela helped out too. Will they all be attending? Because I won’t go be celebrated if you’re going to ignore their contributions.”

A long silence came over the group for a few seconds. The Pharaoh just stared. But eventually, he nodded his head. “Arrangements have already been made.”

“They have?” Alyssa thought for sure that she had an out. Kasita could disguise herself completely as a human and Fela, while not liked, was a known associate of the royal family. But by bringing in Izsha, she thought that the Pharaoh would capitulate. A draken at a table of humans? Izsha was the smallest, true, but even a small draken was a giant lizard.

“Of course they have,” Irulon said, arms crossed with a scowl on her face.

“Indeed. Irulon, you know what is expected of you. Alyssa, the tailor is waiting.”

Alyssa barely got another word out before she found herself ushered off to a servant who led her through the palace. A whirlwind of other people took measurements, asked for her opinion on styles and colors—though she was apparently required to wear some metallic thread that was gold mixed with some violet-hued metal embroidered in a fanciful symbol of a raven.

Even before she had finished giving her input, two arcanists and a tailor worked together to rapidly put together a piece for her to wear… though she didn’t get to see the finished product. The Pharaoh hadn’t mentioned it but the servant apparently had more to do than simply take her to a tailor.

Instead, she got ushered off to one of the most uncomfortable situations she had ever been put in.

Bathing.

She hadn’t just been led to a bath. Two servants, females thankfully, followed her into one of the palace’s grandiose baths, insisting that they were under orders to make her presentable. Which translated to them wanting to bathe Alyssa instead of just letting her do it herself. They were quite pushy about it too. Insistent.

Irulon might be content to laze around in rose-scented water while Tess scrubbed her body, but Alyssa was absolutely not. She felt a bit bad about using Spectral Chains on two poor servants, but she could bathe herself.

When it came to her hair, however, that she let them handle. She had been planning on simply pulling it back in a ponytail, which was what she always did. They have her a quick trim, which was welcome as Alyssa hadn’t gotten it cut once during her entire stay in Illuna, followed by a bit of styling. Four braids, two on either side of her head, were pulled back around the rest of her hair until they joined in the back, where the braids were braided together in one large ponytail of braids… or something like that. Alyssa had always thought that her hair was a bit coarse, but the soap they offered her must have been a potion of some sort. It felt soft and much smoother than normal.

After the hair, they applied just a touch of makeup. Not modern makeup that Alyssa was used to, though there was a little of that, but mostly some dark markings around her eyes, giving the corners a bit of flourish.

By the time they finished, it was already early evening. Alyssa got sent straight back to the tailors where she found a finished dress laying out for her. It must have been partially completed before she actually showed up earlier, because there was no way they could have made such a fanciful thing in only a few hours.

It was in two distinct pieces. The upper half and the lower half.

The top was almost more of a vest than anything else. The left side went beneath the right side, which itself extended about three quarters of the way over her chest. Buttons hidden on the inside kept it closed around her without any visible clasps. Although it had sleeves, they stopped right at her shoulder—which ended up showing off her tattoo almost in its entirety. There was just a bit of ink on the top of her shoulder and shoulder blade that went hidden.

The lower half was a long dress, going all the way down to her ankles. It was narrow. No poofy ball gown or regency-style dresses here. No. It was slim and fitting. And… just a bit too much for Alyssa’s tastes. It was effectively one square sheet of fabric. A servant informed her that it was to be worn with the opening on her right side. Essentially, it was a slit dress with the slit running all the way. If she stood straight, it would look mostly normal, but the moment she moved or sat down, it would open up. People would be able to see all the way up to her hip.

And the servants did not offer her anything to wear underneath.

She had half a mind to toss it and find something else to wear, but it was just so… beautiful that she couldn’t bring herself to do so.

The cut itself wasn’t that impressive. A bit strange for Nod, at least based on what she had seen walking around for several months now, but then, she had never been to something like a formal event here. The closest she had come had been her little evening meal with Decorous—and he had been wearing a fairly fancy suit back then.

The most beautiful part of the dress wasn’t the silky cloth it had been made from or the style. It was the embroidery. The gold and violet thread woven into it. When the tailor had said that it would have the emblem of a raven on it, she had been imagining some little patch like the kind someone would wear over a breast pocket or on a hat. Just a little thing an inch or two across. The high collar did have something like that, a pillar supporting a shield bearing a pair of ravens. But the golden thread was so much more than that. It first lined every outside edge of the outfit. The hole for the shoulder, the slightly higher collar on the neck, along the bottom, and the right side of the overlapping portion of the vest.

An intricate wing covered most of her chest, embroidered in that golden thread. The left side of the vest didn’t have anything on it, being simply plain black, but the right side had a distinctly raven-like pattern to it that must have taken days to finish. Looking at it in a mirror, the ends of the wing were pointed straight downward, spreading out into complicated and detailed individual feathers. The flat front edge of the wing cut straight across her chest, forming a sharp angle. If there was a bird, it would have been hidden beneath her right arm, but there wasn’t. The back of the dress was mostly blank save for a few much smaller embroideries.

The dress portion was much the same as the vest, except with an even larger detailing of a raven. A full raven, this time, not just the wings. This time, the feathers were aimed upward. The wings were far larger than the bird down around her knees, but somehow it all worked out.

The servants finished by handing her a pair of sandals. At least, that was what they looked like at first glance. In reality, they were far more ornate than anything Alyssa would ever label as being sandals. They didn’t have golden thread woven into their straps except across the slightly thicker band that went over the front of the foot. All the other criss-crossing straps were much too thin for that.

Alyssa actually frowned harder at the sandals than at the slit in the dress. At least her legs and thighs were well toned from all the walking and running she did in this world. But she had never liked showing off her toes. They all curled off to the left or right, foot dependent, in just a slightly strange way. It probably came from wearing socks too tight or the wrong size of shoes as a child, but it was far too late to fix that now. Not without surgery that had always seemed incredibly unnecessary. She could run just fine.

“Ah. All dressed up, are we?”

Turning her glare away from the shoes in the mirror, Alyssa found Companion strutting toward her. The draconic humanoid was dressed up as well. Given that her scales mostly covered her limbs and torso, Alyssa would have suspected that the Pharaoh would try to cover them up with a dress similar to Alyssa’s except with longer sleeves. But no. Companion’s dress was almost the opposite, clearly designed to accentuate her scales. In fact, while Alyssa had a single slit going up to her hip, Companion looked more like she was wearing a loin cloth that went down to her ankles. Both sides were open and not just in a small slit. The upper part of her dress was part of the same cloth that really just covered her shoulders, breasts, and stomach before becoming the loin cloth. Her sides were completely on display.

Like Alyssa, her dress had the golden-violet thread in birdlike patterns, though the patterns on her dress were far smaller given that she had less total cloth to work with.

Companion’s dress was both shocking and stunning. She was clearly out to make an impact on whoever would be attending this feast.

It took a long moment before Alyssa found her voice. “It’s a bit much, isn’t it?”

“Of course. Far too much. But that’s the point of things like these. I always thought Irulon squandered opportunities such as this one far too much.”

Alyssa’s eyes traveled up and down Companion’s dress once again before nodding slowly. “You are clearly making up for all the lost chances.”

“Why thank you, Alyssa. You’re looking rather enticing yourself.”

Avoiding a glance at the mirror, Alyssa just sighed. “I’m surprised you’re so into it though. Given Irulon’s personality…” Alyssa trailed off, hoping that the dragon would get the hint that she didn’t want to talk about herself.

“We aren’t the same person.”

“I know. But still—”

“It is in a dragon’s nature to allow the world to wash over them. But I have been given a new chance at life and I won’t spend it being as a stone at the bottom of a riverbed. I want to jump into the river, standing upright as I force myself upstream against the raging current.”

“I feel like I’ve lost track of your metaphor.”

Companion waved a hand. “I merely wish to participate in life, I suppose you could say. And that means actively engaging with everything I can, even if Irulon thinks feasts and dances are wastes of time.”

“Dances?” Latching onto that one word with a cold feeling in her stomach, Alyssa glanced back into the mirror. She wouldn’t be tripping over her dress, but… “There isn’t going to be dancing tonight, is there? They aren’t expecting me to dance, are they?”

A wide grin slowly spread across Companion’s face, making Alyssa thrilled that she hadn’t given the dragon those sharp teeth that she had wanted. But before Companion said anything, she turned to the two servants still in the room. A slight toss of her head had both the servants rushing from the room.

“They listen to you?” Alyssa said, frowning as she watched the servant’s fleeing backs.

“I am practically royalty.”

“Did the Pharaoh agree to make you his heir?”

Companion tilted her head, still smiling. “Not yet.”

Alyssa looked at that smile, wondering just what kind of horror they had unleashed upon the world. But she didn’t get a chance to wonder for long. Companion stepped right up next to her, moving close enough that Alyssa could feel her hot breath. She tried to take a step back, but Companion put her hands on Alyssa’s shoulders, drawing her even closer.

“Do you know how to dance, Alyssa?”

Jumping at the words practically coming from inside her ear, Alyssa started to shake her head. But she stopped, considering. “I, uh… Uh… I attended a few school dances. But I don’t think those are really all that similar to the kind of dancing people do here.” At least, she didn’t think a school dance would be very similar. Alyssa didn’t know much about medieval dancing, but she had watched movies. The first half of the dance scene in A Knight’s Tale seemed a whole lot more like what she would have expected.

Companion was a bit too close for that, however. Customs here were clearly different, unless the dragon was just riling her up.

“There isn’t time to teach you everything, but there are a few things you should know in case Brakkt offers a—”

“Brakkt?” Alyssa pulled back enough to look at Companion. The dumb dragon’s grin was even wider now.

“Is there a problem? You fancy his company often enough, why not tonight?”

“We’re friends,” Alyssa said, “but not like romantic friends. Or— He’s still in Illuna anyway.”

“He is back for tonight. The portal you created still works, you know.”

“I know, but…”

“What’s the problem? You like each other, he has wealth and power. You—”

“Wealth?” Alyssa held out a hand to her side. Golden coins rained down, clattering against the marble flooring of the tailor’s room. “Power? I’m pretty sure I could level this city if I wanted and I doubt anyone could stop me.”

Rather than being intimidated into dropping the topic, Companion just chuckled. “See! You would fit well with my younger brother.”

“You’re really trying for that familial thing to get to be a queen, aren’t you.”

“Seems like a fun thing to do for a few years. And wouldn’t it just drive the humans up a wall to know that their queen is a monster?”

“It will probably start wars.”

“I will end them.”

“But—”

“Enough distracting me. We’re talking about you.”

Alyssa gently pushed Companion away from her. They hadn’t started doing anything resembling dance lessons and hugging someone while carrying on a conversation was fairly distracting. Thankfully, Companion didn’t fight it, instead choosing to lean against a roll of cloth set into the wall. “Look. I like Brakkt well enough. We’re friends. But I’m from a whole different world. I’ve hardly spared a thought to becoming more than friends with anyone. And even if I was interested in romance or even a one-night stand, I don’t know that he would be interested back.” Companion, what with her being a dragon and having scales, seemed far more his type.

“First of all, it’s just a dance. Not even a courtship dance. You’re thinking twenty steps ahead. Getting too flustered. Live in the moment and wade through these waters however you think will be most interesting.”

“Back to that metaphor again?” Alyssa mumbled.

“Consider it this way: If Brakkt were to request your hand in a dance tonight, would you accept?”

“I mean…” Alyssa frowned, but slowly nodded. “Yeah. Probably.”

“Then you need to learn.” Companion shoved off the rolls of fabric, once again moving to embrace Alyssa. “And I shall teach you. But it is my first time dancing too… I just know what I know from Irulon.

“I’m sure it will be fine.”
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                Alyssa had never attended something that could be described as a feast before. Not on Earth. Not on Nod. The largest group-meal she had been to had been some fundraiser in high school. Nothing fancy, in fact the food had been terrible. It was just for parents to come and donate to the school theater group. Maybe an all-you-can-eat buffet counted, but that lacked the grandiose nature of the scene before her.

The palace was a large building with many large rooms, but this one had to be one of the largest. A dozen wide tables were set beneath enormous banners of various great houses. Each table could seat twenty. Some of the larger houses even had smaller tables set around them like little satellites. Not every seat was actually filled, though. Although Fela’s absence from the city had helped to calm down some of the racist anger, a few of the houses were still protesting humanity’s closer association with monsters and had only sent a few token individuals to participate in the night’s events. Even still, there were a few hundred people sitting around, all wearing clothes fitting of the upper crust.

Including Alyssa.

She had decided to not object to the dress or the sandals. After a bit of practice dancing with Companion, she had decided that the dress wouldn’t show anything that she was uncomfortable with and that the sandals, while she wished they were closed toed, were at least easy to move in.

Alyssa shot a quick glance to Brakkt. He, along with some of the other royal children, were all seated at the head table. The same one that Alyssa had been seated at, though she was quite far down toward the end. The other tables were all circular. This one was a long rectangle where people were only seated on one side so that they had an unobstructed view of the rest of the room. And so that the rest of the room had an unobstructed view of them. It wasn’t a perfect rectangle, though. It was slightly curved, like a crescent moon without the points. Just enough so that someone sitting at the table didn’t have to lean far forward to look at someone a seat or two away.

Brakkt was dressed in something almost resembling a modern suit. It had just a hint of robe-like qualities… maybe making it more like a tailcoat, though the front had criss-crossing laces up and down it rather than any buttons. It was a stark contrast to what he usually wore, which tended to either be his armor or something so extremely casual that he looked like any old peasant on the streets. His dark hair had been styled as well, having been washed and brushed. It made her wonder if servants had bathed him or if he had done it himself.

At that thought, Alyssa had to turn away before her cheeks lit on fire. Companion’s earlier talk had her all kinds of self-conscious that she didn’t need at the moment.

Irulon, who Alyssa decided to focus on to distract herself, was seated much closer though still a few seats away. Companion sat immediately adjacent to her. With the whole twin-thing they had going on, she might have thought that Irulon would have been wearing something similar to what Companion had with her sides open for all to see. But that couldn’t be further than the truth. Her dress more closely resembled Brakkt’s clothes, a suit except in dress form. It was open at the front, but long and flowing in the back and sides. Thigh-high stockings made her expose only a thin sliver of skin on her legs. The upper half was something more like what Alyssa had on. A vest, though hers had full sleeves.

She looked prim and proper. Chatting with a sibling of hers with a smile on her face, Alyssa might have thought that she was even happy to be here. Alyssa knew the princess just a little too well. The way her eyes narrowed every time something new distracted her, the way her legs were crossed, the corners of her mouth… She was more irritated than Alyssa could ever remember. Even being nearly killed by a gaunt was preferable to this, it seemed.

“So… what are you?”

Alyssa sighed. It had been a long time since someone mistook her for something other than human. The glowing eyes probably didn’t help, yes, but still… She turned to her side where the Third Prince was sitting directly adjacent to her, a man with a dress style similar to Brakkt, at least at the moment, though clearly far less interested in maintaining a healthy body despite his otherwise familial likeness. Alyssa was about to inform him that she was a human, only to hesitate. He wasn’t looking at her, but rather just past her.

To her opposite side, Fela glared out over the assembling members of the great houses. She had been dressed and washed as well. It was kind of a shame she hadn’t been around. Alyssa would have paid to see the servants try to wash her, both for their reactions to the hellhound as well as Fela’s reactions to being forcibly scrubbed down. Though knowing Fela, she had probably enjoyed the bath. It was the tailor that Alyssa really wished to have seen.

Fela normally didn’t wear much clothing at all. It was just her natural state of being. Because she had a humanoid body and because Alyssa had a feeling that most humans would freak out if she ran around completely naked at all times, Alyssa and Irulon had devised something along the lines of short-shorts and a thin top that she would be able to put on and take off easily enough. Metal chains provided easy gripping points even without opposable thumbs. She could just hook her claws into the metal and pull, essentially.

Alyssa doubted that she would be able to get in or out of what she was wearing tonight on her own, though the designers of the outfit had clearly taken inspiration from the metal chains of her usual clothes. She was the only one of the main table that wasn’t wearing either black or a dark maroon. Instead, she wore something more akin to a chain mail halter top, with the chain links being made from gold. There was a bit of the violet metallic thread woven in, but that was hardly visible against the predominantly gold background.

And she absolutely was not paying attention to the Third Prince.

Nudging her in the side got her looking over, but she had still completely missed the question.

Sighing, Alyssa looked back to the Third. “This is Fela. A hellhound. Which I’m sure you know as she works for your father.”

“Does it? Ahaha~ I don’t know these things. My brother is going to become the Pharaoh, so why bother learning? I just have to take it easy.”

Alyssa narrowed her eyes. Why couldn’t she have sat next to Irulon, Companion, or Brakkt? Or Kasita? Why did Kasita get to be down at the opposite end of the table? Was it to balance out the guests of the royal family? Fela and Alyssa on one end, Kasita and Izsha on the other?

Poor Izsha. The draken didn’t exactly have a chair or a place at the table. A banner bearing the shield and ravens emblem had basically been draped over its back. Alyssa felt a bit bad about mentioning Izsha at all, now. She was sure it would be far more happy down in the stables than being forced to stand around up here.

“Your eyes are pretty freaky. Yours too,” he added with a glance to Fela. “But I’m fine with freaky. Why don’t the three of us get out of here and—”

“I’ll break your legs.”

He pulled back, leaning to the left. “Scary~” His tone and his movements did not match his words. His word. And, after a moment, he leaned back toward Alyssa and Fela. “But I like scary too.”

Alyssa held out her hand. With a flourish of the power of creation, a pair of scissors appeared. “How do you feel about castration?”

His violet eyes turned toward the scissors in Alyssa’s hands. He jumped a little as she snipped them together. Licking his lips as if they were a bit too dry, he looked back to Alyssa. “Just a little too scary for me.”

Clenching her fists, destroying the scissors as she did so, Alyssa said, “Good.” Maybe it was a bit much to threaten a prince like that, but Alyssa was already a bit beyond irritated at the whole situation. And the seating arrangement. There were other princes around the table. Couldn’t she have gotten a different one for a neighbor?

A heavy gong echoed throughout the large chamber as she mused on the royal family. Amusingly, that made the Third Prince jump again, though the effect was probably ruined by Alyssa jumping as well. Her hand immediately moved to her side, but she grasped nothing but air. Neither her gun nor her spell cards had a place on this dress. All she had were a few cards slid into the vest portion of her outfit for emergencies and Tenebrael’s power. Which wasn’t anything to scoff at—she had been practicing the conjuration of completed spell cards—but she would have preferred to have been better armed.

Thankfully, nothing requiring the use of magic or bullets happened. It was just the signal for the feast to begin. Servants brought out huge trays of all kinds of goods. More variety in food than Alyssa had seen at any one meal since arriving… maybe even more than all the meals she had seen combined, but probably not quite that far.

Alyssa was glad that Companion had given her a brief rundown of what to expect or she would have been extremely confused by the absolutely massive slab of bread that the servants placed down first. It acted like a plate for the meal tonight, but afterwards, it would be broken up and handed out to the poor. It was just bread, but it would be soaked in juices from meat and vegetables and gravy, and covered in spices that would all give it more flavor than most poor people got to taste in their entire lives. Alyssa didn’t quite know what to think of the practice. On one hand, yes, it was good to give food to the less fortunate. But… handing out something she ate off, leaving behind bits of food all seemed kind of… disgusting.

But who was she to question a seemingly good-natured and quite charitable practice.

Beyond the bread plate, the servants started laying out trays of all kinds of goods. More bread, of the much smaller and directly edible variety, along with cured meats, cheese, olives, nuts, dried fruit and just about everything else one might find at a fancy catered wedding. Except little chocolates or a cake, obviously. There were more large food items as well, though those didn’t get set around the table for everyone to grab whenever they wished. The servants walked along, offering a large variety of roasted meats. Some were still on the bone. Others had been cut separate. Alyssa considered taking an absolutely massive drumstick from some kind of bird, maybe a giant goose or something, but after seeing how Fela was looking at it, decided to go for a much more reasonably sized and beautifully cooked lamb shank.

Alyssa couldn’t help but notice that the servant leaned really far back as Fela practically lunged for the massive drumstick.

Another servant came around, this one with drink. Alyssa wasn’t offered a choice with this one, she just got a glass of ruby red liquid poured into a fanciful goblet of silver. Not the amber-colored Tyrian wine that Irulon preferred, thankfully—it was far too sweet for Alyssa’s tastes. Giving it a little taste test, Alyssa found it to be quite good. She hadn’t been a sommelier back on Earth by any stretch of the word’s definition, but she had tried a few wines. This didn’t really taste like any. It was hot, surprisingly, and had a cinnamon-clove taste to it that tingled on the back of her tongue. Very unique, nothing like something she had tasted before.

Quite good. She might be calling for a refill before the end of the night.

The feast got fully underway shortly after the serving began. Some hall steward called for a brief invocation to Tenebrael, thanking her for… well, everything really. Luckily they just said “everything” and didn’t start a big long list, letting Alyssa get to the food a little faster.

It was by far the most tasteful and flavorful food she had eaten. Maybe not even just on Nod, but on Earth as well. Whatever gravy had been served was absolutely exquisite, but it almost felt a shame to pour it on the meat as the meat was delicious on its own. Really, it was far better suited for some of the dinner rolls. The cheeses were great and Alyssa didn’t even normally like cheese that much.

After a few minutes, the steward of the hall announced some entertainment.

Strippers.

Or so Alyssa thought at first.

There was a wide empty space in the middle of the hall with all the great houses’ tables set up around it. From the main doors, about a dozen people, both men and women, walked out. None were wearing much more than Companion was, most far less. They started out simply dancing, waving around sticks in a graceful manner. A few of them had long ribbons attached to their sticks, twirling them like a modern gymnast complete with acrobatics. Others simply had silver poles of varying sizes.

Their dance started slow and methodical. Over the course of a few minutes, it picked up, increasing in pace to the point where Alyssa really felt that they needed some music to go along with their dancing.

Then everything burst into flames. Literally. The metallic stick sprouted flames on either ends. The ribbons turned to whips of fire.

Alyssa tensed until she realized that nobody else was panicked. It was all part of the show. Flame twirlers and fire eaters. Probably arcanists as well.

“Bit jumpy, aren’t you?”

Grimacing, she shot a glance at the Third Prince. “Well excuse me for constantly finding myself among assassins and brigands.”

“I get that. I almost died not so long ago all because I’m some prince that will never see the throne.” He shrugged, popping a grape into his mouth. “But these guys are nothing to worry about. They get invited to every feast. Never even change up their routine. Watch the tall one in the middle. In a moment, he is going to spin the flaming staff in his hand, toss it straight up, and create an illusion that makes it look like the entire ceiling is on fire. There won’t be any heat, just the sight of it.”

Turning back to the flame twirlers, Alyssa watched. Sure enough, he was right. It was a dazzling display, but one that nobody actually reacted to. People were eating, talking among their neighbors, and hardly paying attention to the poor dancers. If they actually did the same thing every single time, it was no wonder that they got ignored. They really should at least switch it up a bit… then again, by being so ignored, they would be the perfect troupe for an assassin to infiltrate…

“But I heard rumors that there will be something new tonight. After these fire eaters clear out, we’ll be getting a lute player in.”

“A lute player is something new?”

“Supposedly.”

“Hm…” Turning back to the fire dancers, Alyssa had to frown. “I think these guys could use a lute player.” They did make noises. Lots of sharp ‘Ha’s that made their performance sound like something from a marital arts movie. “What do you think, Fela?”

The hellhound wasn’t paying much attention. Using one sharp claw, she was skewering just about every slice of cured meat that she could get from the tray while picking at her teeth using the completely meatless drumstick bone. She did stop at being addressed, but looked completely confused about what Alyssa wanted.

Sagely, Alyssa nodded. “That’s about what I thought.”

“Did you want some?” Fela asked, holding her claw up to Alyssa.

Deciding to sample some, Alyssa pulled the topmost skewered slice of meat from Fela’s claw. The hellhound looked heartbroken that her kindhearted offer had actually been taken up, but didn’t complain. As for the meat… it tasted just like a summer sausage. Good, but she always preferred her summer sausages on a cracker with a bit of cheese and a dab of sweet-hot mustard. While there was cheese on the table and bread could substitute for crackers, the mustard was really required to tie it all together.

Fortunately for Fela, a few servants came around again, offering more of the real meat. Fela happily took a gigantic hunk of meat on the bone, a slicing of pork belly, and a rather large pie of small chunks of meat that the servant helpfully informed them was actually rabbit. While the servants were around, Alyssa got a quick refill of her mulled wine.

Just in time for the flame tossers’ act to come to an end with a wall of fire filling the center of the room.

They bowed. People gave them a few polite acknowledgments. Not clapping, but snapping of the finger and thumb that equated to a softer but similar sound when compared with applause.

As they cleared out, a new group arrived. This one much smaller than the last, only a quartet. But Alyssa leaned forward, barely managing to avoid jumping to her feet. Although he had grown his hair way out, she still recognized the face of Chris as he dragged out a few lutes. What Alyssa could only assume were band mates—Chris found band mates?—were bringing out equipment as well. The largest being a set of very modernly arranged drums, even if the materials that had been used to construct them were far from modern. There was the big upright bass, a few smaller ones right above, a larger one to the side, and even some brass symbols. The other big instrument was what looked like an upright bass, though the shape of the wood body looked more like an acoustic guitar than that of a traditional double bass.

It must have cost a fortune. Alyssa had to wonder just how Chris had managed to put together this little group. Given his presence here, he might have been bankrolled by someone in one of the great houses. That suspicion doubled over when she realized that one of the members was an arcanist. The woman pulled out a few spell cards and started casting them on the instruments. Sound amplification, Alyssa assumed.

The drummer sat down at the now assembled drum set, bowing his head like he had suddenly decided to take a nap. The arcanist moved to stand next to the bass, then bowed her head as well. The last of the band mates picked up a flute. Or maybe a recorder. Some wind instrument.

Finally, Chris sat down in front of what was clearly modeled after a microphone, but was probably just a simple piece of wood being used as the anchor for whatever voice amplifying spell the arcanist had cast upon it. To his sides were two separate instruments. A more traditional lute complete with the bent neck and a much more modern-looking acoustic guitar.

Picking up the lute, he glanced around, meeting the eyes of his band mates. With a small nod between them, he started playing.

Alyssa knew from the very first plucked string of that lute exactly what Chris was going to play. She wasn’t sure if it was the most famous intro riff in Earth’s history, but it was probably pretty close. The individual with the recorder joined in and, a few moments later, Chris started to sing.

“There’s a lady who’s sure

All that glitters is gold

And she’s buying a stairway… to Heaven…”
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                Stairway to Heaven was probably the best song to play for people on Nod. Not lyrically, Alyssa didn’t care much for the lyrics—she really didn’t actually like the song that much, though whether that was because it was overrated or her father just overplayed it in her youth wasn’t an argument that she wanted to get into. But musically, instrumentally, it was quite amazing.

The song started out with just the recorder and the guitar. Or lute, in this case. The opening rift was simple enough that even Alyssa, who had touched a guitar for maybe three hours in total over the course of her life, thought she might be able to play it. Very catchy, yet it really sounded just like something she might hear in a tavern. Almost too much so, as it earned a quip from the Third Prince. “Guess they aren’t something new after all.”

“Quiet,” Alyssa snapped, just as the song entered into its second part.

The bass player started up, filling a bit of empty air as Chris handed his lute to the arcanist, who set down the recorder to start playing it. Chris picked up his acoustic guitar and used that to fill in for what should have been an electric guitar. It didn’t sound quite right. But that was to be expected. More than anything, Alyssa was just amazed that Chris had managed to reproduce the song for completely different instruments by memory. His phone didn’t have access to the internet like Alyssa’s did. He couldn’t listen to it over and over while composing for the other instruments in his band.

He had mentioned being in a band, but all the way back in high school. He must have memorized the song all the way back then well enough to reproduce now. Did he even play the drums? As the drummer joined in for the third and final portion of the song, Alyssa had to suspect that he did. Poor Chris. He had clearly missed his calling as some kind of musician.

Or perhaps he was fulfilling that calling now.

Looking around the room, most everyone was giving him their full attention at the moment. They definitely hadn’t been doing that back when the Third Prince commented on the music. Was it the drums? Drums weren’t a new and unknown thing in Nod. Though being played like a modern drums was probably something a little shocking to see. But no… thinking back a bit, they had been paying attention around when the second portion picked up.

When the song came to an end with just Chris singing out the final line a cappella, the gathered nobles and royals all did that weird little snapping applause again. It was more enthusiastic this time, which Alyssa could appreciate, but she found herself frowning when, after a few moments of bowing, Chris and his band started packing up to leave.

Alyssa waved over a servant, who promptly refilled her mulled wine. That wasn’t what she had called him over for, however. “Go grab the lead singer and bring him up to me.”

Without even glancing toward the Third Prince, the Pharaoh, or anyone else to see if her request was fine, the servant ran off to do as she had asked. Which Alyssa was quite pleased with. She would have been a little annoyed if he had stopped to ask permission.

Chris stood before her, on the opposite side of the table, after only a few moments. Just looking at him, it was clear that he was nervous. His eyes were down, staring at the plates—breads?—of food. She wondered if his nerves stemmed from having just played in front of a crowd or whether it was the powerful people in the crowd that had him on edge. When she had first picked him up off Earth, he had been spouting some nonsense about conspiracy theories. It wouldn’t surprise her to find out that some distrust of authority figures applied to this world as well.

“That was amazing,” Alyssa said as she stood up, deciding that pure praise might work the best. “Did you put that together on memory alone? Or did you sneak in some music sheets when you came here?”

That got him to blink, look up to her, and blink again. He opened his mouth, but didn’t answer right away, choosing instead to look her up and down once more. “Alyssa? I… didn’t recognize you.”

“You’re one to talk. Have you visited a barber even once since your arrival?”

A hand moved to his long hair. It was clean… which made her wonder if it was normally that way or if the servants had washed him up too. “It is a bit long, isn’t it?”

“Still, I’m impressed. I’ve been out of the city for a few months and I guess I’m just a tad out of touch. I didn’t even know you put together a band. You play for nobles often?”

“No. Absolutely not. I can’t even believe we’re here?” he said, casting his eyes around the room. Though as he looked over the rest of the crescent table that Alyssa sat at, he noticed the Pharaoh staring. That made him jump a bit and snap his eyes back to Alyssa. “I guess someone heard us playing in a tavern and decided to bring us here. I hope you all enjoyed,” he said a little louder with one of the more awkward bows that Alyssa had ever seen.

“It was quite… unique,” the Third Prince said, leaning forward—he had not stood as Alyssa had done. “You say you only play at taverns?”

“Aside from tonight, that is correct.”

“Hmm… I am something of a patron of the arts myself,” the Third Prince said. Alyssa had a little frown, wondering where he might be going with this. And wondering if she shouldn’t try out a silencing miracle—sound was just waves propagating through the air and if she could use Tenebrael’s power to still a bubble of air around him, it should effectively silence him—but decided to hold off for now.

Even despite how nervous the long trailing thought was making Chris.

“Well, I hoped we managed to entertain you for a few minutes,” Chris said, deciding to break the silence himself.

“I didn’t care for the first part. It sounded similar to most minstrels I have heard before, but the latter portion was something definitely unique. There is an amphitheater I visit frequently. It is mostly consumed with traveling bards, a few local minstrels, and a particular playwright whose works invariably contain nothing but unsubtle adulations toward my father. I’m sure we could slot you in if you perform more of that latter portion of your demonstration. I’ll have a contract drawn up. One night a week for four weeks, after which we will evaluate your performances and the crowd they draw—or lack thereof—and consider an extension or other changes.”

“Wow,” Chris said after another long silence. “That’s… I’ll have to talk with the others—”

“I don’t have such a contract on me now, so you have some time. But don’t take too long. I shall have one of my servants meet you out in the hall to discuss a few issues such as how we might contact you.”

“That sounds great. Uh, sir?”

“Please. You may refer to me as Medai.”

“Well thank you, Medai.”

With a short nod, the Third Prince leaned back, clearly done with the conversation. Though he did wave a hand back behind him, calling over one of the servants from behind the row of royals—one who Tess was glaring at—and proceeded to have a whispered conversation with him.

“I’ll call you later on,” Alyssa said. She considered offering to create some real drums and strings for a guitar that weren’t made from pig intestine, but if they broke and she wasn’t available, they wouldn’t be able to replace them easily. It was probably best that his band make do with local materials for now. So she just smiled and said, “We should meet up for lunch again, talk about how you’re doing and such. Maybe get Jason in on it too.”

Chris scoffed. “If he can spare five minutes. Though he did make the foot pedal for the bass drum, so I shouldn’t complain too much. But he’s… busy down at that workshop of his.”

“Yes… I saw pictures of the contraption he and Guillem designed. Haven’t seen it myself yet, but… well, we’ll talk later. All three of us.”

“Right. Enjoy your feast, I guess?”

“I’ll try.”

He turned away, but hesitated a moment. None of his friends were still in the room, all having been ushered out by the hall steward. Luckily for him, the servant the Third Prince had spoken with quickly led him out. That gave the steward the opportunity to bring out another, far more traditional-looking group of lute players, flute players, and other such musicians. These ones, however, did not set up in the center of the room, but rather on a stage-like area far to one side, behind the tables of some great houses.

That probably meant that the meal-portion of the feast was about over.

Alyssa gave a slightly nervous look around the crescent table as she retook her seat. Brakkt had his back to her, talking with the First Prince, but Companion noticed her look and offered a hearty wave.

“That was nice of you,” Alyssa said, turning to the Third Prince.

“Hm?”

“But I hope you weren’t just doing that because of me.”

“Getting that guy a few nights at the amphitheater? No. Was already considering it from halfway through his act.”

“I see… Well, that’s—”

“Oh, Lord Medai.”

Blinking, Alyssa frowned at the new presence at the table. People all around the room were up and moving at this point. Mostly mingling between the tables of the great houses. A few brave ones had approached the main table. Mostly men gathered around Irulon, but also a young woman standing across the table from the First Prince as well as this woman.

“Dina, is that you? Haven’t seen you in quite some time. How have you been?”

The woman flushed, probably finding it hard to believe that a prince would remember her. Though, in her extremely limited experience with the Third Prince, Alyssa doubted that he forgot about many pretty women.

Deciding to not listen in on their conversation, Alyssa turned her attention back to the main floor of the room. Several people were up and about at this point. The minstrels were playing and the people were moving. It wasn’t a dance that Companion had taught her… They didn’t actually seem to have partners. Everyone was moving between each other, weaving around while occasionally reaching out and touching hands. A big group dance of some kind. She wasn’t sure if there was some purpose to it or if they were just out having fun.

“I’m afraid you’re a little out of the loop, my dear. I was grievously injured, valiantly defending our great city from an incursion most foul. There will be no dancing for me tonight, I’m afraid. But perhaps you might be interested in seeing some of my scars back in my chambers?”

Alyssa just rolled her eyes. The woman looked more like a tomato at the moment than she had previously.

“I think I would love that. A chance to get out from under the gaze of my horrid uncle? Can we go now?”

“Please,” Alyssa mumbled.

Apparently just a little too loud. The woman shot her a glare, but the Third Prince just grinned at Alyssa. “Can’t have us irritating the guest of honor tonight. Come, Dina dear.” Standing, the Third Prince waved her around the side of the table. The woman hesitated, seemingly noticing Fela for the first time as she started walking, but the prospect of spending the evening with the prince apparently won over her fear. Steeling herself, the woman quickly stepped past Fela. Shortly after, they disappeared out a side door.

“The feast isn’t over, is it?”

Fela, Alyssa just noticed, was a mess. Her face. Her paws. Even a bit down her front. Alyssa had taken incredible care to avoid getting food on herself. A slightly difficult task as the only utensils were a knife and a two-pronged meat fork. Better forks wouldn’t have helped Fela much, but she could have taken some care in eating…

Alyssa reached over, running her hands over Fela’s mouth, feeling an awful lot like the mother in a restaurant who had to break out the baby wipes for a grubby toddler. Except she didn’t have baby wipes. All she had was the power to utterly obliterate anything she wanted, which was probably better, all things considered. “I think the food part of the feast is over. Though if anyone does offer you more food, it would be nice if you could eat without getting too dirty.”

Looking back down at the dancing group, Alyssa had to ask. “Did your people have dances or anything like that?”

“Like that?” Fela said with a snort.

“It is a bit ridiculous, isn’t it?” Even back on Earth, Alyssa always thought dancing was pretty silly. She just went to the school dances because her friends were going. Beyond as a high school sophomore, she doubted she had danced even once. She certainly couldn’t remember any such occasion.

“Ridiculous or not, having tonight’s guests of honor go without at least one dance will surely reflect poorly on us.”

Alyssa turned around, expecting Brakkt because of the voice. Instead, she found herself staring up at the Pharaoh. She should have been more shocked, but somehow… she just wasn’t. Although their voices were similar, there were enough differences that, subconsciously, she probably knew just who was addressing her.

“It will be trying enough to get Irulon out there… but that is really to be expected at this point. She is always so focused… no time for little pleasantries that won’t always be around.”

Alyssa didn’t necessarily disagree with that, though she still didn’t think that dancing was at all pleasant. “What about Kasita, Fela, and Izsha? Are they going to be required to go dance? Do people even know that we’re supposed to be some guests of honor? It’s not like you announced the reason for this feast or had us give a speech or anything…”

The Pharaoh raised one smooth eyebrow. “Would you like to give a speech?”

“No,” Alyssa snapped out quickly. “No thank you.”

Which just made him chuckle. “As for your friends,” the Pharaoh said, half turning away. “I believe the mimic is already out there dancing.”

Blinking, Alyssa quickly glanced to the opposite end of the table. Both Izsha and Kasita were missing—as was Brakkt, now that she noticed; he was probably taking Izsha back to the stables. Sure enough, Kasita was down on the main floor, grinning wildly as she mimicked the weaving dance that all the rest of the nobles were performing. “Of course she is.”

“After this finishes, there will be a slightly more formal dance. If you would be so kind as to join me…”

Suppressing a frown, Alyssa considered. For a moment, she thought to reject the Pharaoh. His request didn’t feel like an order. It would probably still be rude, but…

She found herself wondering if Brakkt was going to return. Companion had gotten her all riled up. She didn’t really want to dance, but at the same time, she didn’t really feel like dancing with Brakkt would be a terrible experience. Thinking about it in the privacy of her own head where she could try to be honest with herself, she honestly didn’t know what she wanted. Except maybe a bit more of that mulled wine. Though maybe she had drank just a bit too much as it was.

“Companion taught me a slightly more formal dance. Might as well put the lesson to good use,” she mumbled after a moment of thought. Putting on a sly grin, she looked over to her friend. “Though only if you dance with Fela after.”

“Me? Why me? I don’t know how to dance.”

“If I have to suffer, so do you.”

“You’re thinking this will be far worse than it will actually be,” the Pharaoh said. “As for dancing with Fela… it would be my pleasure,” he added without a hint of sarcasm in his voice. Which made Alyssa feel a bit better about the whole thing. The Pharaoh and her friends, including Brakkt and Irulon, were probably the only ones who would actually dance with Fela. She doubted Fela cared, but she still didn’t want her friend to be left out if it did turn out to be a good experience.

Alyssa wasn’t counting on it, however. And, after a few more minutes, the dancing ended and the Pharaoh led her down to the dance floor by taking her hand. Alyssa didn’t know much about dances. She suspected that this was something akin to a waltz, but she really didn’t know the difference between a waltz and a tango. It didn’t involve changing partners, for which Alyssa was quite glad as she didn’t really want to dance with a whole bunch of nobles. Especially not with Decorous dancing a few paces away from her. The less she interacted with him, the better off everyone would be.

It wasn’t a slow dance either. Not the romantic kind that would finish off a high school dance, anyway—Alyssa had once danced with a boy during such a song, though it had been less dancing and more hugging while slowly sidestepping in a circle. Very awkward. For both of them.

Dancing with the Pharaoh was a little less awkward. Alyssa felt like she was making all kinds of mistakes, but the Pharaoh managed to keep going in perfectly smooth steps. So smooth that it made her wonder if he was somehow using Time magic to know when she was about to step on his feet and skillfully move out of the way in time.

“Companion has taught you well, it seems.”

Alyssa definitely did not feel like that was true, but she accepted the compliment anyway. “What do you actually think of Companion anyway?” she asked as she danced around the Pharaoh, using the dragon to keep the conversation away from herself.

“She certainly came as a surprise. It is unsettling just how similar her mannerisms are to those of my daughter. But she’s a lot more ambitious. Trying to claim seniority in terms of inheritance because she is an ancient dragon.” The Pharaoh gave a light chuckle as if the thought was amusing, but barely concerned him.

“Yeah… is that going to work?”

“I’m considering letting her and my eldest son have a little battle of wits and words over the next few years. Though perhaps I should consider something a bit more fair to the poor dragon.”

“Fair? You know that she and Irulon still share a mental connection, right? And she’s a dragon…”

“What do dragons do aside from laze about for decades if not centuries at a time? And in a contest of wits, my eldest son would triumph over my eldest daughter.”

“How much of that triumph comes from Irulon viewing the whole thing as a farce, only participating out of obligation instead of desire to win?”

The Pharaoh nodded his head, conceding the point. “It wouldn’t be a crushing victory, but I still believe my son would come out ahead. You haven’t spent much time with him, but he is sharper than you might think.”

“If she did win, would you actually let her sit on the throne of humanity? A dragon?”

“Why not? I’ve been looking to shake things up around here. Stagnation is death. A new perspective and a controversial leader might be enough to spur some changes in society.”

“Wouldn’t that start riots?”

“That would likely be part of the contest. Whoever rules next already needs to show that they can keep the houses from tearing each other apart. And themselves, where applicable.”

“So she actually has a chance?”

“All my children do. Some don’t think they do, which turns into a self-fulfilling thought. If they don’t think they can rule, they won’t rule. Simple as that.”

“So the First, Second, Third, and so on… That’s all just nonsense?”

“It certainly determines who gets the most training. But if one of my children can rise above the handicap of not having had my personal attentions since birth, doesn’t that mean they are vastly more fit to rule? Of course, I don’t plan to abdicate soon. Evaluations will continue.”

The minstrels wound down on their tune. The dance was almost at an end. She had honestly barely noticed the steps and moving about during her conversation with the Pharaoh. She wasn’t possibly good enough to have carried on while dancing, but at the same time, there was actually a certain serenity that came with letting her mind go and just following the steps of her partner…

The dance ended with a courteous bow to the Pharaoh, who returned the bow. Probably one of the few times that he actually bowed to anyone, even if it was just part of the dance. Before he could run off to ask Fela for a dance—something Alyssa was beyond excited to see—she had to ask one more question.

“And if I wanted to rule?”

The Pharaoh laughed. Not the polite chuckle he had done earlier, but a real hearty laugh. Alyssa found herself scowling at him. It was true that she didn’t want to be the Pharaoh, but she didn’t think she would be so bad at it as to warrant such a hard laugh. She thought she did a pretty good job acting as an intermediary between Illuna and the monsters. She had successfully managed to prevent any incidents from occurring… though maybe that was more thanks to Martin and Volta than anything she had directly done. She probably wouldn’t have been anywhere near as successful had she tried to do the same at Yora.

“I’ll speak with you later,” the Pharaoh said as he turned and headed back to the crescent table.

Alyssa tried to follow him back, less because she was following him and more because her seat was in the same direction, but wound up quickly stopped. And then stopped again. And again. Eight different people tried to proposition her for a dance. None of whom she knew. They kept coming, even as Alyssa politely rejected one after another. By the time she made it back to her seat, the next dance was already starting.

The Pharaoh and Fela were both down on the floor. All the other dancers gave them a wide berth. And yet, despite Fela having had absolutely no training from Companion or anyone else, the Pharaoh still managed to make her somewhat clumsy movements into something resembling a dance. It wasn’t graceful, but it did work. Somehow.

“Alyssa.”

Brakkt’s voice came from right behind her. This time, it had to be Brakkt. She had her eyes on the Pharaoh, after all. Though, as she set down the goblet of mulled wine, she supposed that the Pharaoh could probably use Time magic to be in multiple places at the same time.

“I thought you took off for the night,” Alyssa said as she turned to find that she really was speaking with Brakkt.

“Izhsa… probably didn’t appreciate the invitation as much as Fela. Let’s just say that.”

“Sorry. At least the food was good, right?”

“Heh… That is probably one of the few reasons it wasn’t biting your head off on the way out.”

“Izsha wouldn’t do that… would it? Izsha couldn’t have been that upset.”

“I might be exaggerating a little,” Brakkt said with a smile. “Still, I would probably avoid getting my father to bring the draken to things like this in the future.”

“Yeah, well… At least Fela seems to be having fun.”

The hellhound was currently making a game of the dance, seemingly trying to step on the Pharaoh’s feet. He didn’t let her, of course, which made Alyssa wonder if Fela was grinning or baring her teeth. It was hard to tell the difference. Still, it turned what was supposed to have been a rather slower dance into something far faster paced. More akin to something Alyssa might have seen in high school.

Most of the other dancers had stopped just to stare at the two. If the Pharaoh wanted to shake things up, taking Fela as a dance partner was certainly a good choice.

“Hey,” Alyssa said, glancing back over her shoulder. “You, uh… want to dance?”

The moment the words were out of her mouth, Alyssa snapped her head back to the dance floor. The heat in her cheeks welled. That wasn’t how it was supposed to have gone at all. Companion said that Brakkt would ask her. But she had gone and asked him? And now she was acting like some middle schooler asking out their first crush.

“Oh god…” Was that what he was? A crush? No. They were like work colleagues who hung out on the weekends. Friends. Good friends, even, but still friends…

“Is something wrong?”

Alyssa spun around… moving just a little too fast. There was a slight wobble in her step, but it vanished the moment Brakkt put his hands on her shoulders, helping to steady her. “No. Nothing wrong at all.”

“Good. Because I’d love to dance.”

“Okay.” Alyssa took a deep breath. Letting it back out, she smiled. “Okay. Let’s dance.”
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                Alyssa woke to blinding sunlight, an unfamiliar ceiling, and the drums of war thumping inside her head.

Without even moving a muscle, she closed her eyes and tried to will away the pounding. It didn’t work. If anything, consciousness only made it worse. Her tongue stuck to the dry roof of her mouth in an unpleasant manner. Sweat coated her body despite her feeling a little chilled. Even with that chill, there was a warmth to the side of her body, with her left arm being weighed down.

By someone.

Alyssa didn’t reopen her eyes. The longer they stayed closed, the longer she could put off dealing with whatever situation she had landed herself in. Besides that, she still felt exhausted. It was clearly a good way into the day and yet she felt like she hadn’t slept at all. Just… five more minutes.

A warm breath on her neck was enough to wash away all sensation of drowsiness, at least for the moment.

Squinting in an attempt to keep as much of the sun out of her thumping head as possible, she slowly turned her head to the side. As soon as she saw who her bedmate was, she let out a long sigh of relief. It was not the Pharaoh. She didn’t know why her first thought had been the Pharaoh, but it probably had something to do with him having a harem. That and she had danced with him the night before. She clearly remembered that.

After that dance…

Right… It was coming back to her now. She had danced with Brakkt. Then she had danced with Companion, for some reason. Irulon had rejected her offer—is it too much to hope that Irulon will have forgotten completely that I asked her?—but Kasita took her up on it a few moments after. Afterwards, she had danced again with Brakkt just before the festivities ended. Which didn’t quite explain why she was in bed with him, but gave her enough pieces to the puzzle that she could probably remember the rest as soon as her head stopped that pounding.

Hangover cures existed. She had made several while working for Tzheitza. Green fairy livers were rare, but Brakkt probably had one, being royalty. Most customers picking them up had either been from the great houses or were wealthy merchants. The question was, where would Brakkt keep them?

This was the first time she had ever been to his room. And it was so bright that she didn’t even want to look around. Alyssa could have woken him, but he looked so peaceful while resting that she didn’t want to disturb him. And… lying next to him wasn’t uncomfortable. If she just closed her eyes and let herself drift… back… to sleep…

Movement at her side jolted Alyssa awake, though she didn’t lurch up or anything. She just opened her eyes. Which she immediately regretted. The sun wasn’t quite as bright as it had been. Whether that was because Brakkt’s room faced the morning sun and it was now later in the day or because her hangover was going away on its own, she couldn’t guess. Maybe a combination of the two. Either way, Brakkt was now upright, rubbing a hand down his face. She must have made some kind of movement, because he stopped moving all of a sudden.

“Sorry,” he said, kind and courteous enough to keep his voice to a whisper. “Did I wake you?”

“No,” Alyssa lied. “I woke earlier and was just resting my eyes. That mulled wine is…”

“Not to your tastes?”

“I liked it. Too much. I don’t suppose you have any hangover cures?”

“Let me pull one out for you.”

“Thanks.” With the impending promise of her head going back to normal, Alyssa clambered her way to a sitting position. And promptly spotted her dress lying in a crumpled heap on the floor to the side of the bed. It was… a shame. She should have been more careful. Hopefully it wasn’t ruined. While she could surely pay for it just by creating unlimited gold, it was a nice dress. All that hard work that had gone into making it should have been respected.

It also meant that she was not wearing anything. She started to cover herself with a blanket from the bed before deciding that it didn’t actually matter. Brakkt was in a similar state of undress anyway. She did not stop herself from watching him as he pulled open a drawer next to the bed. He was… muscled. Oz might have him beat, but she hadn’t actually seen Oz without a shirt on so he didn’t count. He also had a number of scars, mostly on his back and arms, but some on his chest as well. Nothing massive, Tzheitza’s were far more disfiguring. They just made him look rugged, like he had seen his fair share of combat.

Which he definitely had, she supposed.

After rifling through a number of potions, most of which Alyssa recognized by sight alone as being healing or other restoratives, he pulled out a small pale green vial and handed it over to Alyssa. She couldn’t help but notice that there were a good five identical vials all lined up next to each other.

“You need these often?” Alyssa asked as she uncorked the potion. It tasted like strawberries… but not real strawberries, more like the flavoring used in candy.

“Younger me had to take one every day, just about. I try not to need them so often these days, but still keep it well stocked out of habit.” Despite saying that, he pulled one out for himself and quickly downed it. A small shudder racked his body before he carefully set the vial down on top of the end table.

The effects of the potion were not quite instant. First, it felt like Alyssa had taken a dive in a tub of ice water, but she warmed back up quickly enough. And as she warmed, the thumping in her head started to recede. Headache starting to fade, she took her first real look around Brakkt’s room.

It was… minimalistic. Where Irulon had shelves and shelves of books, desks covered in papers and research notes, and a bed far bigger than any one person should be allowed, Brakkt had calm simplicity in every corner of the room. There was a single bookshelf only half filled with books and a desk next to it with no papers on top. One wall had a few swords hanging on it, but, while probably usable, they looked like they were more for decoration than defending himself. There were a few smaller curios, some kind of obsidian dagger with a ruby red jewel in its hilt mounted on one of the vacant sections of the bookshelf, a globe of glass that was just faintly glowing on the corner of his desk, and a few other such things.

The bed, while not quite as big as Irulon’s, was quite comfortable. Alyssa felt she could easily flop back over, fall asleep instantly, and stay that way for the rest of the day.

“So…” From a wardrobe not far from the end table, Brakkt pulled out a set of bathrobes. One in red and black for himself, which he quickly slipped into, then a pure black one which he held out for Alyssa to take. “Clothes?”

“Thanks, though I think I would rather have a quick bath first.”

“Of course. The door on that side of the room. I’ll call for a servant to run the water—”

“That’s alright,” Alyssa said, holding out a hand. She let just a tiny bit of water pool in her palm before deleting it. “I can take care of it myself.”

“Right. I’ll just…”

“Hey. I had fun,” Alyssa said. And it wasn’t even a lie. “I don’t think we should make this into a regular thing, but I enjoyed… letting my guard drop, so to speak. Most of all, I don’t want either of us being weird about this. I don’t know how things are here, but back on Earth… Well, we’ll talk later when we’re not both half naked. Or all naked. I’m going to take a quick bath first.”

Before Brakkt could say anything, Alyssa quickly slipped off into the indicated room. The second she closed the door behind her, she felt her cheeks burn. That was twenty steps too far, Companion! She didn’t know why she was mentally yelling at the dumb dragon, but it did make her feel better.

Not that she was feeling bad. Now that the potion had run through her system, she actually felt pretty great. She was just… embarrassed. Awkward. These kinds of things were not her forte. Her last real relationship would have been a good five years ago with someone she had met at one of her community college classes. It had fallen apart not long after first having sex. She did not want that to happen here.

She liked Brakkt. Having things be uncomfortable between them…

Shaking her head, Alyssa decided to not over think things. That was what happened last time and things had gone poorly. She couldn’t act like nothing had happened, but it wasn’t like some world changing event that shattered the foundations of reality. People had sex all the time and didn’t freak out over it. Why should she?

As she filled the basin with hot water, she realized one thing. I am definitely still over thinking everything.

Deciding it would be better to find something to distract herself, Alyssa finally got around to filling up the bath. The water was hot, but a few notches under scalding. It had taken a lot of practice to get the temperature right. The first time she had tried to create hot water, it had basically exploded in her hand. Luckily, it had been only a few tiny drops and hadn’t caused any lasting damage, but it had still been a shock.

Sinking into the water made most of everything better. A good bath could wash away worries just as easily as it washed away dirt and grime. A few blissful minutes passed until her fingers turned wrinkled. It was probably too long to spend in someone else’s bath, but she decided that she didn’t care about that either. A quick check through her sense of souls showed Brakkt sitting at what was likely his desk. Eating, judging by the movements.

Maybe she had eaten just a bit too much at the feast; Alyssa didn’t feel hungry in the slightest.

Deciding that she could stay in the bath a little longer since Brakkt looked busy, Alyssa settled deeper into the water, leaning back just so that the water level was just below her nose. Brakkt’s bath was roughly identical to Irulon’s, which was to say, large enough to act as a small swimming pool. Deep enough as well. She could float on her back if she wanted.

But it was probably time to get out. As much as she wished she could sit around and do nothing all day, she did have things she wanted to accomplish. Things beyond talking to Brakkt. Like talking to Irulon, Companion, and Kasita. All of whom were likely to comment on the current situation. It would be best to get those comments out of the way sooner rather than later so that everything could go back to normal, more or less.

Though, before she left the bathroom, Alyssa quickly destroyed the water then refilled the bath with fresh hot water. With that done, she took a deep breath, put on a smile, and stepped back into Brakkt’s room, wearing his robe.

“Soup?” she said, smelling the brothy flavor in the air.

Turning, Brakkt stared a moment before nodding. “Just something light. Bit of soup and bread. Not too hungry otherwise. There is some for you as well,” he said with a gesture to another wooden bowl set on the desk and an untouched bread roll that was probably leftover from the night before.

“Thanks,” she said, feeling her smile turn far more genuine than it had been. Eating a little would probably be good for her anyway, even if she wasn’t feeling too hungry at the moment. “I left the basin filled, if you wanted to take a bath. The water should be nice and hot. I freshened it up after I was done.”

“I’ll take you up on that,” he said, though he didn’t get up to go right away, choosing to finish his soup first. There wasn’t much left.

And there was only the one seat around his desk. So Alyssa picked up the bowl and sat on the edge of his bed. “You have anything to do today?”

“I was going to head back to Illuna, but I can put that off for a bit.”

“It’s fine.” The soup was good. Very flavorful compared to most soups that Alyssa had tried. She suspected it was made from the feast’s stock. “You’ve got your duties. I’ve got research to do… and I want to go check on that contraption that Jason and Guillem came up with. And I should say hello to Tzheitza too.”

“Ah. Tzheitza should be in the palace, actually. I learned last night that she is here on retainer as a watcher for Octavia.”

“Really?” She hadn’t actually considered it, but Octavia had probably been called to the pit along with all other infected when the Astral Authority attacked it. Being kept under lock and key, she had likely not been able to go. But… “Did Tzheitza… help her at all?”

“That is what my father said. Haven’t seen her for myself yet though. Given that she tried to take my head off last time we saw each other and I did take off her limbs… I’m not really sure that interacting would be a good idea. But she is, supposedly, feeling better?” Shaking his head, Brakkt shrugged. “I was planning on finding out a little more about the situation before approaching. I recommend you do the same. As I recall, you had a less than pleasant encounter with her as well.”

That was probably a good idea. Octavia hadn’t enjoyed Alyssa’s company back before she had been infected. After, Octavia had tried to kill her out in the corn field. “I might ask around and see if I can talk to Tzheitza without her around then… but I might put off that if Tzheitza is too busy.”

With a nod, Brakkt drained the last of his soup. As soon as he set the bowl down, he stood. “I’ll freshen up then. Feel free to…” he trailed off, looking around. “Look around, I guess? I don’t have as vast a library as Irulon, I’m afraid. I know you’re not that interested in weapons, but I do have a small armory across the hall from my room.”

Letting out a light chuckle at how despondent he looked, Alyssa shook her head. “That’s alright. I’ll finish my soup then probably head down to Irulon’s room. So don’t worry if you can’t find me up here.”

Brakkt disappeared into the bathroom with another curt nod.

Alyssa felt a small giddy feeling in her stomach, letting out a content sigh. That had been a perfectly normal conversation. Just like they would have had before. She still felt like they had some things to talk about, but there was no need to have that conversation this very second. Things felt… good. She hadn’t felt awkward. The more normalcy there was, the less awkward she felt like there would be when they did talk about their relationship.

Of course, taking a little time to figure out exactly what she wanted from a relationship wouldn’t be a bad thing. A boyfriend? Casual occasional fling? Nothing at all aside from close friendship? Alyssa honestly wasn’t sure herself. She wasn’t sure what Brakkt might want either. She didn’t know if he knew. This was a twenty step jump for her, it probably was for him as well.

One thing was certain: No more mulled wine for the time being.

After grabbing the dress from off the floor, though not at all sure what to actually do with it, Alyssa headed down to Irulon’s room. Despite it being nearly midday, she fully expected to find Irulon asleep when she entered.

Which was not the case.

Companion was face down on a mountain of pillows, but Irulon simply sat out on her balcony with Kasita. Their casual conversation stopped abruptly as Alyssa slipped through the door. Kasita was the first to actually turn, though Irulon picked up on the movement at nearly the same time. Both stared for just a moment longer than would have been comfortable. Kasita soon smiled.

“Ufu~ Have fun?”

“If you must know, then yes. I did have fun.”

Irulon didn’t look convinced. “Do you even remember anything about last night?”

“Yes. Mostly. Maybe like… ninety percent of it all.” Crossing her arms as best as she could without further wrinkling the dress in her arms, Alyssa gave Irulon a lighthearted glare. “You wouldn’t dance with me.”

“And my toes are still thanking me for rejecting you.”

Alyssa kept up her glare for another few seconds. Kasita giggling off to the side made it difficult to maintain, however. Soon enough, Alyssa found herself grinning as well, though she still didn’t break eye contact with the princess. Staring at her jogged a memory. It wasn’t anything huge. She was surprised that she remembered at all. But… “Hey, Irulon…”

“Hm?”

“A while back, when we were traveling from Lyria to Teneville, you and I talked one evening. After glancing at Brakkt, you told me ‘no’ even though I hadn’t actually asked anything. What was that about?”

Irulon didn’t respond right away, seemingly thinking back. Before splitting from Companion, she had possessed perfect memory. Alyssa wasn’t sure if that still was a thing, but for this particular question, she nodded her head after a moment or two.

“Ah. Right. Misunderstandings on my part, mostly. It was the answer to basically any question you could have posed regarding Brakkt and a relationship. I erroneously took your budding friendship as a deeper interest than you obviously showed in retrospect. Or maybe you were interested, given recent events?” she said, raising an eyebrow.

Alyssa could only shrug. “We’re still really only friends… I think.”

“Hm… In any case, some of the questions were, ‘Does Brakkt have a betrothed? Has Brakkt ever shown interest in someone else? Does Brakkt even like humans? Would Brakkt kiss a reptilian monster if he had the opportunity? Do I have a ‘shot’ with Brakkt?’ and so on and so forth.”

“Seems like you were wrong about a few of those.”

“It’s been months. Things change.”

“And really? He wouldn’t kiss a lizard monster? I find that hard to believe.” She didn’t, actually. She knew now that Brakkt was more… academically interested in them? That was the wrong word, but close enough. Even knowing that, she thought there might be at least a chance.

Uncertainty wasn’t a normal expression for Irulon. Frowning as if she realized that for herself, Irulon eventually shrugged. “I was wrong about those other things.”

“Anyway,” Alyssa said, deciding to not delve deeper into that particular topic, “I’m not sure what to do about this dress. And I need to grab some of my own clothes.” Having spent the last few days in Irulon’s room, she had some here.

“Leave it on the bed.” Irulon said, waving a hand back toward the rest of her room. “I’ll have Tess take care of it later.”

Alyssa turned, but stopped abruptly as a hand came down on her shoulder.

“Just a minute,” Kasita said, grin too wide on her face. “As your official sister, I want details. Did he treat you right? Did you treat him right? Just saying you had fun isn’t good enough for me, little sis.”

“Since when was I the little—”

“No changing the subject again. All the details.”

Closing her eyes, Alyssa sighed. She quickly did a scan of all the souls around them, mildly hoping that there was an army on the horizon or assassins hiding in the room. But she had no such luck at the moment. However, thinking about it, talking with Kasita might help her figure out exactly what she wanted. If she even wanted anything.

“Fine,” Alyssa said.
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                “So you’re just going to avoid him all day today?”

“I’m not avoiding him. We have separate things that need doing is all.”

“What about tomorrow? The next day?”

“I didn’t spend every waking moment with him before. Nothing has changed since then.” Alyssa glowered at Kasita and the mimic’s incessant questioning. “Just relax some. We’re here to talk to Jason. Brakkt’s not going anywhere.”

“He’s going to Illuna. And he isn’t going to be back for three days? Are you alright letting things just… sit and stew for half a week?”

Alyssa’s glower turned to a smile. Humming with that ‘I know something you don’t’ tone, she said, “He sent me a Message earlier. And I sent him one back. I think we’re good for now.”

That apparently startled her enough that a roll of static crossed her form, transitioning her directly from indignant to shocked. She almost tripped down the dirt path leading toward Guillem’s smithy, though another static twitch instantly put a foot in front of her to catch herself. “What? When? Where was I?”

Smile turning to a grin, Alyssa just kept walking.

“At least tell me what you two talked about.”

“I don’t know. I think you’ve been nosy enough for one week. Maybe later.”

“But—”

“Nope. My mind is made up. And besides, we’re here.”

The blacksmith building stood tall in front of them. Smoke billowed out from the brick chimney off to the side, but unlike last time, there were none of those loud thunder cracks that came from the hammering device. That was only one tool among many, so it didn’t mean that no work was being done. Still, she had expected to hear something given that the door was ajar.

Like last time, the air near the blacksmith was arid; hot and dry. Having been used to the relatively damper environment of Illuna and its nearby swamp, the air here felt even worse than last time. She could already feel the sweat starting…

She would have to take another bath when she got back to the city proper.

For the moment, Alyssa pressed forward. She tapped her knuckles against the door, pushing it open a little more with each knock. But the inside was empty. It was basically just a large circular room. No real hiding spots, though Alyssa wasn’t sure why Guillem and Jason would bother hiding. Alyssa had sent a text to Jason and he had responded, saying that he and the smith would both be present.

“They go out for lunch or something?”

“Such a shame,” Kasita said in a bright and chipper of voice. “If they aren’t here, I guess you have no reason not to tell me about what you and Brakkt are doing.”

“No. No. I think I’ll leave you in the dark a little longer. And I’ll even say that every time you ask, how long gets a little longer.”

“So mean to your one and only sister.”

“Yeah, yeah. I’m the worst—”

A loud clanking cut her off, followed by some inarticulate shouting. The noise wasn’t coming from inside the building, but, rather, from around the side. With a glance to Kasita as some heavy metallic thumps began shaking the ground, Alyssa started off toward where the noise had come from. Her movements were a bit wary. But given that one of the voices she could hear definitely belonged to Guillem, she wasn’t too worried. It was a happy shout, after all.

The first thing she saw was it. The machine. It was only slightly smaller than the smithy. Barely enough to hide in its shadow. It looked like a tank and a combine harvester had a child together, delivered by a doctor who was a mad scientist and thought that their baby needed a bit more nightmare involved in it. Sharp blades, conveyor belts, a massive boiler, and smoke stacks for expunging the unneeded steam. The conveyor belts all led into the center where a giant maw of sharp blades whirred, ready to process the crops it would be consuming.

A huge spinning wheel in the middle of it all connected the main bulk, via long leather belts, to other smaller wheels. A piston coming from near the boiler drove the motion. Smaller bits and bobs moved as well. Up on top, there was a smaller device that had two fist-sized steel balls spinning around an upright metal pole. A train of gears ran along its sides, though the final gear was not engaged with anything—it looked as if it could be shifted into position near those tank treads.

Jason stood in front of the contraption. If it moved forward ten feet, it would either crush him or eat him. Alyssa wasn’t sure which would be the more painful death. He didn’t seem worried, however. He wasn’t just standing. Holding up two long sticks, he waved around like some kind of semaphore conductor. Guillem, up at the top in what must have been the driver’s seat, pulled various levers or spun the wheels on valves in response to his arm motions.

The two of them weren’t alone either. At least three others—there might have been more behind the giant thing—were walking around the machine with what looked like clipboards, taking notes on pieces of paper. The kid who had worked as an assistant the last time Alyssa stopped by the smith was present as well, though his position was next to Jason, holding a notepad of his own. After every semaphore motion and subsequent lever pull, Jason would lean down and say something to the kid before moving on to the next motion.

They had been busy, apparently.

Very busy.

The pictures really didn’t do the machine justice.

Another hefty thump broke Alyssa from her gaze. The noise didn’t seem to alarm any of the workers, so she assumed it was supposed to do that. She couldn’t actually see what it was that had done that, but it had coincided with Guillem throwing one of the levers.

Kasita, notably, was still staring with her mouth gaping wide open. Alyssa hadn’t ever seen something quite as… insane as this machine, but she had seen plenty of absurd things. Even if she only saw them through pictures. Kasita was still essentially brand new to modern technology, having only started learning about it after meeting Alyssa, and then, she observed it only through movies. And Kasita had probably never been browsing the internet and randomly happened across bucket-wheel excavators, leading to a long trail of wiki pages going into the browser history.

Alyssa wasn’t going to disturb them in the middle of their testing. She took a look around to try to find something to sit on without having to make a show of creating a chair, but she noticed Guilliem looking in her direction upon glancing back to the machine. The elf raised her hands above her head, putting them in a cross shape. That motion made Jason start looking around. It didn’t take long for him to spot Alyssa, upon which he handed his semaphore poles off to the kid.

“Twenty minute break, everyone!”

The machine wasn’t as noisy as a machine its size seemed like it should be. Aside from the thumping, which only happened when Guillem threw certain levers, it was surprisingly quiet. That wasn’t to say that it was silent. Jason’s voice couldn’t possibly carry through the hissings of steam and the whirring of that massive spinning wheel. Word still spread. The people closest to him let those close to them know what he had said. Soon enough, they were all clearing out.

There were a lot more than just the three, most of them came from behind the machine.

Guillem stayed up top for a while longer, throwing a few levers and closing a few valves. Various moving parts stopped. Conveyor belts slowed to a standstill. The whirring of blades inside the maw came to a stop. All except for the large spinning wheel. By the time she had finished, a pair of workers were off to the side, smoking something. The rest had all cleared off completely. Even the kid vanished inside the main workshop building.

A long set of rungs let Guillem climb down from the tall machine’s control panel. Alyssa couldn’t believe how quickly she made it down. If she slipped, she could easily wind up skewered on some sharp spike. Yet she practically bounced from rung to rung, skipping several as she hopped down. She landed right on top of one of the treads. Jason rushed forward and, quite unnecessarily in Alyssa’s opinion, offered his hand to help her down.

She actually accepted the proffered help, leaping into his arms.

But…

Alyssa raised an eyebrow.

Even with both of Guillem’s feet firmly on the ground, they didn’t separate. Keeping their hands intertwined, they started back toward Alyssa and Kasita.

“Huh.”

“Yeah.”

“Ufu~”

“Yeah.”

“We weren’t expecting you so early!” Jason said, completely oblivious to both Alyssa and Kasita staring at the two of them holding hands.

The elf tilted her head to one side, eyes wide as she stared from behind a set of goggles. “Who are you again?” There was no joy or excitement in her voice, even though that had been her focal emotions during Alyssa’s last visit to the smith. “Another thief come to steal ideas and designs?”

Jason saved Alyssa from having to defend herself. “We talked about this, dear. This is Alyssa. She’s…” he trailed off, glancing around. When he started talking again, his voice was down to a whisper. “She’s from my world.”

“Oh!” Guillem’s tone changed fast enough to give Alyssa whiplash. “Yes! Yes, yes, yes! I remember.” She leaned forward, slipping her hand out of Jason’s hand to point a finger at Alyssa’s face. “Jason said you could show off all kinds of wondrous creations that have never before been seen here in Lyria.”

Alyssa stared for just a moment before deciding to take a step away from Guillem’s still pointing finger to address Jason first. “You told her?”

“Was I not supposed to?”

“No, but I’m going to be annoyed if I have to rescue you from some underground Observatorium research laboratory because they decided they wanted to dissect someone from another world.”

“Ah… That’s… Well, Guillem hasn’t told anyone—”

“Well~”

“Any humans.”

Guillem nodded, though neither elaborated. Alyssa was about to ask before deciding that she really didn’t need to. The clarification was practically an admission that Guillem was in contact with monsters. Probably elves. And that was probably something that slaves weren’t supposed to do. Although Guillem seemingly ran the entire smithy with no supervision, she did still wear chains.

Deciding to not talk about it out in the open with a few humans standing off to the side, Alyssa turned her attention back to the machine. “I can’t help but notice that this is bigger than your sketches. Or those little toy steam tractors that you showed me.”

“Of course it is bigger than the toys. Those little things weren’t going to do any real work.”

“Showing them off did get us a good amount of investment, though.”

Guillem tilted her head, thumb at the corner of her lips. “They got us funding. Does that count as doing work?”

“Anyway, once I started talking about combine harvesters and more advanced farming equipment, she got it in her head that my original plan was too narrow in scope. Why not just make a machine that does everything. Every part of the farming process, from harvesting, to bailing, to plowing, to planting new seeds.”

“If you’re going to put time into something, might as well go all out and make it into a beauty!”

“We went back to the drawing board and tried putting pieces together to make…” Jason turned, waving both hands at the machine. “We call it The Farmer.”

Alyssa almost commented that she was expecting the name to be a little more grandiose, but decided against it at the last second. Better to avoid putting ideas into their heads. They clearly had enough as it was.

“Looks impressive,” Kasita said, nodding her head. “But does this Farmer actually work?”

“Oh?” Guillem leaned toward Kasita, turning her head to thrust her ear toward the mimic. “Oh my! Is that doubt I hear? Doubt!” Whipping away from Kasita, she drew herself to her full height, taking in a lungful of air. Cupping her hands to her mouth, she shouted, “Break time OVER! Tristan! Harron! Man the arms. Jason! Driver’s seat, now!” She started heading back toward the machine.

Jason grabbed her arm. “We haven’t finished testing!”

“This is the ultimate test! Will it work? Will it? Of course it will! We’re taking it out to the Kelsior Farm to show just what our beauty can do!”

Despite her overly excited voice, Jason managed to remain calm. “The demonstration isn’t for five days. No one will be there to witness it in operation. If no one sees it, that means no one buys it, which means no money, which means no future projects.”

Guillem glared, but only for a moment. Her face slowly softened and, eventually, she nodded her head. “Sorry,” she said softly. Then she turned to Kasita. In the most emotionless voice possible, she said, “If you want to see our little beauty in operation, please come to the Kelsior Farm in five days’ time. We will be starting just after sunrise.”

Jason crossed his arms, nodded twice, and gave Alyssa a look.

“We’ll have to show up, I suppose?”

“Good, good. We’ll have quite the showing for you. There will be lots of people around, even a prince, I guess. Everyone wants to see The Farmer in action.”

It really needed a better name. She was pretty sure that Kasita had just stifled a laugh.

As for a prince coming to see it, that was mildly interesting. Brakkt hadn’t mentioned anything, so she doubted it was him. There were a lot of other princes, however. Hopefully it wouldn’t be the third prince, though it might have been an interesting coincidence for both of the Earthlings to be sponsored by him.

“Aside from the… uh… The Farmer,” Alyssa said, trying to keep a straight face, “is everything going well? No problems living here? I assume I would have gotten a text about anything major, but…”

“No. No. Quite the contrary, I feel…” Jason took in a deep breath. He started glancing toward Guillem, but stopped himself short. “Content? I like what I’m doing now, helping Guillem work on this machine and otherwise being in this world. Sure, I miss the internet and video games and anime and my terabytes of… uh… other anime… But! I feel more fulfilled doing this. I really hated programming, you know? I got into it because I was a nerd and that was what nerds did, but it was just the same thing day in and day out. Boss breathing down my neck. Praying I didn’t make any big errors because we didn’t have separate development and production servers. It really wasn’t for me. I would constantly imagine fantastical things happening to me, something like… well, like this.” He waved both his arms around, not gesturing to anything in particular. “So thanks. That’s what I’m trying to say, I think.”

“I see. I would say thanks in return for trying to stand up to my would-be murderer, but I still think you are an idiot for doing that.”

“Oh.”

“As long as things are working out for you, that’s good though. I’m glad you’re happy. Chris seems to be doing well too. Did you know he has a band?”

“I made a pedal and helped make his drums too.”

“Right.” Chris had mentioned that.

“We might be able to make proper… what are they called? The cymbals that hit each other when you hit the floor pedal.”

“High-hat?”

“Yeah, that. But we were a bit too busy getting The Farmer ready for display.”

Kasita softly giggled. “You two certainly went all out. But, assuming it does work, will people really buy it? Something this large must cost… too much. I know how much even larger villages can afford to spend. The only people who are going to be able to afford this are the Pharaoh and maybe the wealthiest of the great houses. Wasn’t the plan to make this for regular farmers?”

Jason rubbed the back of his head, glancing to Guillem. The elf put on a wide grin, shrugging. “I’m sure we’ll have to create boring versions of this beauty. I’m used to humans being so narrow minded as to be constrained and intimidated by real genius. The Farmer is a ticket to the future, a proof of our true capabilities. I’ll never have to make broaches or even swords ever again.”

As the crazy elf slammed her hands to her hips and started laughing, Jason rested a hand on her shoulder. “You could say that we’re quite excited for the future.”

With that said, the two of them had to get back to work. There was still a lot to prepare and only a few days to do it in. Break time was over.

Alyssa and Kasita stayed to watch for a few minutes longer. Aside from the whirring and occasional thumping, there really wasn’t that much to their tests. At least not from Alyssa’s perspective. Guillem and Jason were surely learning a lot from every pull of a lever.

“Future, huh?” Alyssa mumbled as they started back to the city proper.

“Something bothering you?”

“No. Not particularly. I think I want to call down Tenebrael again, however. Have a little chat.”

Maybe find a way to take control of my future.

            

    
        044.001 Interlude - Companion

    
    
    
    
                Projects represented time expenditure. The more projects there were, the more time needed to be spent. Even a simple and tiny project could take up a large portion of any individual day. Adding new projects always represented an investment of time.

Unless one was the Pharaoh, that time investment generally did not see a return in the form of additional time. Even if completing one project would save time on another project, it didn’t give that time back.

The being currently referring to itself as Companion had run out of time twice before. The first time, it had hardly had a concept of time. A dragon’s body was one of near perpetual hibernation. An existence entirely unsustainable in the modern era. Legends told of a time before the collapse of the First City when dragons weren’t the fallen species that they were today. Of a time when they might have been awake far more often, sustaining themselves on magic more than matter. It seemed logical that there was some truth to such legends, for Companion could not imagine dragons as they were today forming naturally. There was just no point to it.

So its time had run out before even knowing what time really meant. Of course, there hadn’t been any projects back then. Just slumber occasionally broken up by brief flashes of consciousness.

Brakkt and Irulon, working together, had changed all that.

Everything flipped on its head.

Consciousness was the predominant state of being after that point in time. There were brief moments of emptiness, but those passed by without any thought to them. It was a time of learning, of discovery, and of projects. Most of which had not been of Companion’s design. Serving more as an often-ignored adviser to Irulon was still far more fascinating moment of existence than anything Companion had experienced before. Learning the value of projects, of time management, and of time itself…

Separating from Irulon was, in retrospect, simply the next logical step on the progression of further self-improvement. Both for Companion and for Irulon. The latter had grown far too accustomed to the former, relying on Companion to the point of hindering her own self-actualization. Companion, meanwhile, would have been content staying with Irulon, but that was really only because it hadn’t yet fully grasped the concept of autonomy.

Able to move for itself, think for itself, and act on its own? All without the crippling body of a true dragon? An unbelievable change in situation.

Although, Companion wondered to itself, I might have started too many projects.

Companion stood in its private room, which had once been Irulon’s laboratory. Since she wasn’t currently running experiments on recently deceased bodies for her Toymaker projects, Irulon had offered it to Companion as a more permanent living space. With some help from Alyssa, it even had a rather homely touch. There was a bed, a bookcase, a bath set into what had once been a secret room, and a rather nice desk for it to use to organize its projects.

At the moment, that organization was… not organized at at all. There were stacks of papers, books, and more papers. One wall was less a wall and more a permanent window into alternate worlds. Mostly the Endless Expanse. Companion had considered trying for some of those darkened panels that Alyssa had mentioned, simply for the sake of completeness. Knowing that a true demon had used them to teleport around was less a concern than adding on yet another project.

The Pharaoh wanted Companion to read through a good hundred tomes, all as thick as Brakkt’s arms. Irulon had read through most of them before, if not all of them, but that had been before their joining. Her memory recall from before then was less than perfect. Companion still kept getting a strange sense of having read everything before.

A man-at-arms, who went by the name of Devorik, was taking a few hours out of his days to instruct Companion in the ways of more martial combat. A field that Irulon had always neglected, even despite Companion’s advice. Using spell cards was well and good, but they could be exhausted. Barring extra time between need to replenish them, arcanists would be little better than whelplings running around a battlefield. Brakkt could use both swords and spells. Companion would as well, thanks to recruiting the palace’s premier sword fighter.

The Rank Seven spell card creation project was well under way, though it had hit something of a road block at the moment. The Observatorium had long theorized such things, but most actual uses turned out poorly for the caster, resulting in the topic becoming unofficial anathema. Companion was having to start mostly from scratch. Especially because, unlike Alyssa, it couldn’t just walk right into the Observatorium. The protections that kept riff-raff out also kept Companion out and there was some contention regarding admittance of someone with such monstrous features. It was highly illegal to allow monsters access to human magic, after all. The Pharaoh was not willing to rescind that particular decree at the current time.

Companion had a feeling that he was not too interested in having someone run around with powerful magic that he couldn’t cast. A dragon and Alyssa were likely the only two who would be able to make use of a Rank Seven spell.

Learning Time magic had stalled for much the same reason. The Pharaoh seemed a bit jealous of his position of power.

As a bit of good news, the friendship-with-Alyssa project was progressing. Given the other woman’s abilities to manipulate the world around her and, likely, reality itself, keeping in her good graces was an extremely high value project. It was simultaneously one of the more time consuming and less time consuming projects that Companion had on the table. Less time consuming because, thanks to her relation with Irulon, Companion and Alyssa shared a connection already. More time consuming because Companion didn’t really know what it required to progress beyond some vague notions of how relationships worked. Dragons had no such… concerns and therefore knew very little of how someone should interact with someone else. Irulon didn’t provide much help there as Companion’s companion really only had a superficial understanding of her own.

There were, surprisingly, not many books on the subject. At least not that Companion had been able to find in the palace library.

There were another few dozen projects, some of which were still only in Companion’s head. Most of which were far smaller yet no less time consuming than the aforementioned projects. Yes. This was definitely a skill that Irulon had not taught. Irulon had always done the managing of projects on her own. She decided which tasks they would undertake during any given day. With autonomy came a need to learn to properly manage time. Which was a project all on its own.

Standing, Companion turned away from the array of projects on the table and decided to go for a walk. It was something that other humans did. While bonded with Irulon and even since separating, Companion had noted the phenomenon of needing to clear one’s head. Irulon rarely did such a thing, but Irulon was a lot more practiced at being human than Companion was. Having a mostly human body, it stood to reason that such a thing might help here as well.

Stopping first at Irulon’s room, Companion found it empty. Mostly. Tess was around, tidying up the bed. The servant pointedly ignored Companion’s presence and, judging by previous interactions, would continue to do so unless directly addressed. It being early afternoon, Irulon had likely ventured down to the Observatorium. She had been spending a decent amount of time there, trying to research how the development of spell cards came about, how ritual circles had been compressed down to a design that would fit on a small card, in the hopes that the past might inform her future needs of changing how spells were cast once again.

A quick glance through their link proved that Companion’s suspicion was correct.

Companion’s next stop was a floor down. Normally, the floor and the next few below it were something of a nursery. Human whelplings, spawn of the Pharaoh, tended to use those floors until they could care for themselves. They would sometimes use those floors even after they could care for themselves. However the Pharaoh’s spawn managed their lives wasn’t of interest to Companion, not at the moment. Alyssa had taken up residence on the uppermost floor, and was Companion’s current target. Yet, upon knocking on the door, Companion found itself greeted with nothing but silence.

Alyssa tended to not sleep in this late, so she must have been out as well. Knowing Alyssa’s habits less well than Irulon’s, Companion couldn’t guess at where she might have gone.

Brakkt was in Illuna. Technically, Companion could get there without much trouble thanks to the portal, but then there would be the problem of finding him. A Message would help, but without knowing what, exactly, the point was behind taking a walk like this, Companion wasn’t sure what to say. Thinking for a minute that talking to the Pharaoh would be next on the hierarchy of people to visit almost had it moving back up the stairs.

But the Pharaoh had said to not speak with him again until after accomplishing the task of reading the history books.

Considering reading for a moment ended in rejecting that idea. Having started this walkabout, Companion did not want to stop before seeing it through to its completion. It wasn’t sure where that completion was or what it would take to get there, but the only clue was to keep walking.

Companion’s walk took it outside the palace. The first time it had left since arriving in the city over two weeks ago. This might even help with the Pharaoh’s project. Learning how the history of humans informed modern society was surely important. In addition, viewing humans outside the palace would be a novel experience.

They are certainly viewing me, Companion thought to itself, noting just how many stares it was getting. Many of the stares were hostile. Many were fearful. It was difficult to discern between the two. Both often involved the individuals fleeing. Leaning on the link with Irulon, it became much easier to figure out which were which. Of course, hate and fear weren’t the only two looks people gave it. A wide variety of human expressions presented themselves, like an artist’s palette. Lust, envy, indifference, lust again…

Companion made a game of it. Locking eyes with a human, it would try to identify the expression based only off its own experience with Irulon before dipping into her head to confirm or deny its suspicions. Human expressions wasn’t something it had thought to pay much attention to during its stay with Irulon, so its own experience in the matter was quite limited, even trying to view it through that lens.

The game grew more interesting the further it walked from the palace. People there were generally wealthy, and had guards that would step between their charges and any potential threat. They didn’t seem to want to fight, however. In fact, the moment Companion walked past, they often rushed off, fleeing in a slightly more dignified manner than those who turned and ran the moment they spotted a monster walking down the street.

The poorer sections of the city resulted in far more fear without the presence of bodyguards and city guards. There was far more running and, where applicable, hiding. A lot less indifference and almost no envy. Surprisingly, there was a lot more lust than Companion had expected. It knew that Irulon’s form was well appreciated by most humans, and that its current form was based off that, but it was still surprising. Companion couldn’t recall Irulon receiving such attentions…

Then again, while joined with Irulon, Companion had only been able to pay attention to what Irulon had paid attention to. She could have received all this every day and simply chose to ignore it and walk on by without care.

Companion thought to ask a few passers by about just what they found appealing in a half-monster body, but nobody stuck around to answer when it approached them. After the fifth such failure, Companion figured that it was about time to head back. Night would fall soon. While it hadn’t figured out the exact purpose of its walk, it had found it to be enlightening nonetheless. Observing people was quite an interesting experience.

Though it would probably be a good idea to observe structures on the way back.

Turning, Companion found a wooden board swinging toward its face.

Fires of pain lit up as the wood crushed its nose. Companion’s vision went black for an instant. The world was tilted when it came back, with the ground quickly rushing up to meet its face. A foot out front stopped its fall, though some blood kept going, pooling in the dirt. Companion put a hand to its face and pulled it away to find it completely red, slick with blood.

Irulon knew what to do. Muscle memory kicked in as she reached for her tome at her side.

Her fingers grasped nothing.

It wasn’t Irulon. It had forgotten for just a moment. Companion had decided to go for the smaller decks of cards for portability. The kind Alyssa used, rather than Irulon’s bulky tome. But those cards weren’t on its person either. Neither was its sword, nor even a scrap of cloth for added protection.

The human shouted something. It was apparently irritated at the presence of a monster, claiming that it wasn’t just going to let something like Companion walk around like it owned the place. Companion wasn’t sure why it was explaining its intentions. Human combat ritual, likely.

Under other circumstances, Companion might have thanked the human. The taste of blood was rather interesting. Much different than skin. Unfortunately, there wasn’t time to analyze the differences. The human holding the board was rearing back for another strike.

And his attack seemed to be bolstering the courage of other humans, inciting them to approach closer with hostile intent.

Companion raised an arm, catching the oncoming blow with the scales of its forearm, feeling next to nothing as the human struck, though the blow was enough to almost knock it to the ground. At the same time, it breathed in and let it out nice and slow.

Brown wisps of air curled around Companion’s face. Its broken nose made a crunching noise as it snapped back into position. Flesh knitted itself back together. While the blood tasted interesting, the pain was a bit too distracting to keep around for the moment.

The back of Companion’s throat tingled. Magic welled up. Ingrained instinct screamed to simply exhale and obliterate the threat. But Companion’s human body couldn’t withstand a flow of magma coming from its mouth any more than the threat could. Dragon breath was uncontrollable. A straight blast of a single power. It was impossible to simply breathe in tight enough of a stream to avoid damaging itself. Even something that wasn’t deadly on its own, such as a jet of high powered water, would run the danger of tearing out the teeth Alyssa had spent so long crafting.

In the time it took to analyze the possible outcomes of a few dozen different breaths, the human threat had pulled back, readying itself for a third strike. Two others were approaching, one having picked up a metal rod that had been leaning up against some run-down shack. Fire, lightning, death, time, boiling steam… all would destroy Companion just as surely as they would destroy the human.

Companion drew in a deep breath through its nose, holding it while running through a few more options at the very last minute. But it couldn’t delay any further. Not without putting itself into a potentially deadly situation. The protective scales on its body did not entirely cover it, leaving plenty of spots just as vulnerable as any other human. Another strike to the head could make it black out for far longer than last time, which would only allow these humans to engage in whatever vile means of bodily destruction that they wished.

The breath that Companion eventually unleashed was unlike anything it had ever tried before.

The threat’s third strike never came. He paused half way, stumbling back instead of advancing.

Darkness curled in the air, spreading with turbulent flow from its mouth. A segment of the world, cast into such a deep shadow that not even sunlight could pierce it. The darkness spread further and faster as Companion emptied the lungs its current body had. Unfortunately, a single breath of an unpracticed magic was not enough to completely occlude Companion from sight. The shadows wouldn’t actually hurt the humans, just as it hadn’t hurt its mouth.

It was akin to a cat arching its back and increasing the volume of its tail in an attempt to look more frightening to a predator.

And on simple human minds, it seemed to work. All of the approaching assailants ceased their approach. It didn’t look like it would last for long. The threat who had initially struck Companion tightened its hands around its makeshift weapon as if trying to work up the courage to venture into the wisps of darkness. Once it discovered that they wouldn’t cause harm, Companion would be right back where it started.

Having bought itself a little space, Companion tried out something else. Cupping its hands around its mouth and nose, Companion tried breathing in such a way that no one else would be affected by its current breath. It wasn’t perfect. Human hands had great difficulty in forming an air-tight seal. But with the space between itself and those it did not wish to affect, strength flowed into Companion and nowhere else.

The body Alyssa had created strained against the sudden influx of raw power. Companion had tried to keep it to a low level, but breath was uncontrollable.

The threat gathered enough courage and tried to strike. Companion batted the plank aside, snapping it in two with the force of its movement. A slight pain lanced up its side where skin split apart from bulging muscles. Ribs cracked with loud pops, never having been intended to support strength to the degree that Companion’s muscles were now capable of demonstrating.

Companion ignored it, gripping the human threat by the throat.

From a simple grinding of the dirt beneath a shoe and a slight intake of air, Companion could tell that the man with the iron rod was rearing to crush its skull with an overhead strike. With a small pivot, the iron rod slammed down into the ground. The open palm of its free hand slammed into the new human’s chest, sending it sprawling.

With a sudden clarity of thought brought about by Irulon checking in on their link, Companion stopped. The slight pressure on the initial threat’s throat released entirely as it dropped the human. The human’s legs couldn’t support it, apparently, as it collapsed to the ground, panting like it was trying to generate its own magical breath.

Companion slowly looked around, locking eyes with all three of the assailants—even though the last of them had yet to attack—and then spread its gaze out to the onlookers. It was surprising that no guards had appeared, now or at any other point during the day’s walk. Most would be aware of just who Companion was, likely leading to sluggish response times, but one or two stopping by to ensure that all was well should have been expected.

Something to change once I’m in charge of things.

For the time being, Companion decided to impart advice upon the critical-thinking-deficient humans. “It would be wise to identify the difference in strength between yourselves and an intended target before striking. Be grateful that your future ruler is merciful and understanding of impulsive human nature. If you still wish to persist in your foolish endeavors, then come. Strike me. But…” Companion drew in a breath, attuned it to lightning, but held it as it smiled widely. A few painful sparks danced around from tooth to tooth. After allowing that display long enough for everyone to see, it switched the magic to a healing power for just a moment before cutting off all magic completely. “If you decide to strike again, know in advance that my mercy has limits.”

With one last look around, tapping into Irulon to recognize that the humans were sufficiently cowed and no longer threats, Companion strode back the way its walk had taken it.

Adrenaline, Companion discovered during its thankfully uninterrupted walk, was another interesting human concept. Or rather, it was less a concept and more a part of their bodies. It had a means of blocking pain for short amounts of time. Long enough for Companion to walk a few dozen steps, but not long enough to reach the palace.

It didn’t help that each step came with more pain as muscle and skin tore. Releasing a steady stream of healing breath helped close up the wounds, but the blood still spread over its body. Lust, Companion noted, was almost completely absent from the passing visages. Fear was by far the most predominant expression. Guards showing up now did ensure that Companion had an unmolested return to the palace…

But the strength it had given itself showed no sign of waning. Ruining Alyssa’s hard work so soon was far more upsetting than it should have been. Companion could only hope that the strength would wane in time as the magic ran its course, upon which a healing breath should suffice to restore the body to its natural state. Irulon was well aware that testing untested magic in a combat situation was generally just as ill-advised as attacking a dragon, but… that adrenaline concept had clouded its thoughts.

As Companion sat as still as possible to avoid further damage to its body, it thought. The purpose of a mind-clearing walk still remained elusive, but it had brought up several new projects that Companion needed to accomplish. All of varying priority. It would be vital to mend relationships with humans. Especially the three who had attacked it. Inviting them to the palace may be a possible solution, or simply offering coins of varying value. A wider-reaching effort must be made as well. It wouldn’t do for future subjects to despise their ruler.

But, perhaps more immediately, Companion felt a need become more acclimatized to its… new human body. It especially needed to expose itself to more adrenaline-generating situations and grow used to whatever caused that unclarity.

For now, however, Companion’s most immediate project was to heal.

            

    
        045.001 Remain Calm - A Harsh Mistress

    
    
    
    
                “I think I understand,” Alyssa said as she scribbled a few notes into a fresh notebook.

Tenebrael, after waiting a moment, tilted her head to one side. “But..?”

“No. No buts. I understand.” Leaning back at her desk, Alyssa held out her hand to try to put what she had learned into actual use. Going from theory to practice was always a challenge. But this…

Closing her eyes, she took a breath and concentrated. An angel, she now suspected, was something along the lines of a super computer. It had been almost sarcastic or joking when, in the past, she had referred to Tenebrael’s rules as programming. Now, she was pretty sure that it was more literal than not. But because they were super computers, they were beings capable of… computing. All those mathematics lessons and instant calculations came easy to them because that was what they had been designed to do. They saw every aspect of the world in terms of numbers and equations.

Alyssa was not a super computer. She wasn’t even a non-super computer. She was just a pathetic creature of meat and bone. Some humans might think that they can do all kinds of amazing calculations in their heads, but surely nothing on the level of a computer. Humans, however, were amazing at pattern recognition. Especially in abstract patterns. Could Tenebrael perform amazing feats of pattern recognition? Probably, but she was a super-super computer. And what Tenebrael could and could not do wasn’t actually the point behind any of Alyssa’s learning.

It was all about what Alyssa could do. Realizing that had given Alyssa a few keys. Angelic magic worked off understanding. The exact form the understanding took didn’t seem to matter, as long as large components were understood. For an angel, that was mathematical understanding.

For Alyssa, that meant patterns.

There were six main theories of pattern recognition: template matching, prototype-matching, feature analysis, recognition-by-components, vertical processing, and something called Fourier analysis. The latter theory involved a good deal of math, so Alyssa had been mostly ignoring it, but the rest all made basic sense.

Human bodies were made up of patterns. Although she hadn’t understood what she had been doing at the time, in retrospect, Alyssa could easily fit a human body into each of the theories. Or parts of it, at least. Every human body was roughly the same, template matching. The differences between individual humans came into play with prototype matching and feature analysis. Component recognition, top-down processing and bottom-up processing had all been used in making alterations to the human body. From the scales that Companion possessed to the wings Alyssa had tried to give her and even the paint applied for the ritual.

Even when creating other things, things that she had gone and looked up molecules for, that was all just a pattern repeated over and over again for a single material. Manufacturing information was a pattern. Everything was a pattern.

While she had been doing all that unconsciously and unknowingly, with understanding came greater ability. She was pretty sure that she would be able to create a body with completely functional wings now. Though, unfortunately, she also understood physics to a greater extent. An average human body would need wings to be a good three times bigger than the human… and what would make them way too heavy to actually work as proper wings. Harpies, though human in appearance, likely had several variations to their physiology to allow them to fly. Lighter bones, less muscle mass, no fat, and so on. Although Companion hadn’t said that a dragon’s flight was magic, Alyssa couldn’t see any other way that they might be able to fly.

Tenebrael’s wings were just for show. Or maybe they were antennae connected to the Throne given that more powerful angels had more wings. Either way, they didn’t assist in her flight.

But Alyssa wasn’t trying to make a body with wings. Or any body at all, for that matter.

The fingernails on Alyssa’s outstretched hand turned dark as magic pulsed through it. A mystic circle formed, stretched between her fingers. Her eyes were closed, but she still knew what was happening. No marbles spouted from her hand. Nor did any other creation form.

Alyssa felt herself… drift. Not the same drifting that she underwent when connecting with Tenebrael. This was a physical drift. Her arms no longer needed her muscles to keep them up in the air. The pressure of the chair against her back lessened until she couldn’t feel it at all. She drifted through the air. Slowly and carefully, Alyssa kept her control in check.

Her arm tapped against something hard. Soon enough, the rest of her body pressed up against that same thing. It was smooth, cold to the touch, and quite a bit more rough than the floor was.

As Alyssa got to her feet, she opened her eyes.

An upside-down Tenebrael stared at her.

“Seems you did understand,” Tenebrael said with a… pattern recognition broke a little when looking at a human face upside down, so it took an extra moment to realize that she was grinning.

The rest of the room was all down on the floor. The desk, the bed, the blankets… it all looked like someone had glued it to the ceiling. But in actuality, Alyssa stood upright on the ceiling, feeling no different than she did when standing around normally. Even her hair fell down around her shoulders like it normally would, instead of falling toward the actual floor.

She wasn’t just floating. Gravity itself now worked according to her desires.

The mystic circle slowly spun in her still open palm.

Alyssa’s stomach clenched as she fully realized just what she had done. Her room, a formerly vacant room for children of the Pharaoh, wasn’t that large. A square ten paces from end to end. The ceiling was smooth and slightly curved with a potion-based chandelier hanging from the center of it—which was currently an outstretched arm away from Alyssa. The whole thing was maybe twelve feet off the ground. Less. With Alyssa standing on the ceiling, half that height was basically gone from her perspective.

Knees shaking, Alyssa crouched down, getting closer to the ceiling. It made the floor even further away, but by ducking, her head wouldn’t be the first thing to hit the ground. She would have tried a hand stand, but that seemed even more dangerous. And if it broke the mystic circle in her right hand…

“Tenebrael… help.”

“Help? Help with what?”

“Help me down!”

“Just undo what you did. Gravity will do the rest once you let it affect you the right way again. I thought you understood?”

Alyssa slowly inched across the ceiling. Her bed wasn’t far away. Beds in this world weren’t nearly as… good as they were on Earth, but the blankets might provide some cushioning if she fell. For a moment, she considered filling her entire room with plastic balls like a restaurant ball pit, but feared that doing so might interfere with the only thing keeping her from falling several feet in the first place.

“Tenebrael!”

“Alright, alright,” the dumb angel said with an exaggerated roll of her eyes. She drifted upward and held out her arms. “I’ve got you, just annul the miracle.”

Alyssa reached out, gripping the angel’s shoulder just to confirm to herself that there was something solid about to catch her. Feeling Tenebrael’s arms up against her back, she took a breath. Then another breath. Then another.

“I do have souls to collect sometime today.”

With one more breath, Alyssa clenched her fist, destroying the mystic circle.

Her stomach did ten flips as gravity realized it had been cheated and grabbed onto her. The fall only lasted an inch before Tenebrael took over, lowering her gently to the bed beneath them. Despite feeling the proper floor beneath her now, Alyssa still maintained an ironclad grip of both arms around Tenebrael’s neck. Only when Tenebrael patted her back did she finally start to relax.

“You’ve been up higher than that before without this big of a panic,” Tenebrael said with mild admonishment. “I mean, this whole room is right up near the top of the palace.”

“Ugh. Don’t remind me,” Alyssa said, slowly getting her composure back. “They don’t call it an irrational fear because its easy to rationalize away. I just pictured what might happen if I did that while outside and you weren’t around…”

“Well, yes. Probably avoid that until you can control it better, I guess.”

“Nope. No more messing with gravity. It is a fundamental force of nature and one that shouldn’t be disturbed. If I need to get somewhere high, I’ll just conjure up a staircase.”

“Couldn’t you conjure up a parachute?”

“What if I can’t? What if I forget how? I don’t know how to pack a parachute in the first place.”

“You have a phone.”

Alyssa opened her mouth, stopped, and closed it again with a flat look. “You know what?” she said after a moment. “I’m a bit too on edge right now to continue. How about we pick this up again tomorrow?”

Tenebrael let out a soft chuckle. “If you insist.”

Closing her eyes with a long sigh, Alyssa was about to say that she did insist. Only to realize that it would be a waste of breath. Opening her eyes, Tenebrael was gone. There were just a few feathers floating through the air.

“Figures,” Alyssa said instead, flopping back on her bed for an few moments of relaxation. Even despite the sudden paranoia that the magic might fail at the worst possible time, she was making progress. She wasn’t quite sure what she was making progress toward. Maybe a way to fend off angels. Tenebrael’s power might not be able to do that, especially if any higher ranked angels showed up, but it probably didn’t need to. When Alyssa had first started this whole thing, Tenebrael mentioned that connecting to her was merely a stepping stone to connecting to the Throne itself in the same way that angels were connected to it.

If she could manage that, she could probably manage to keep herself safe from any angelic interference.

Though…

That had been her goal once upon a time. To get angels off her back and get back to Earth. But…

Nod had grown on her. Sure, it was technologically deficient. That could change with time and magic. And Jason, as long as he was allowed to work with Guillem. Though… their machine did inspire some amount of trepidation regarding future work they might pursue together.

Still, Alyssa wanted to see her father and brother again. And if her mother wanted to go back, then she would still have to do all this. But if it was just her… she thought she might not mind just hanging around the place.

That wasn’t going to stop her from learning as much as she could. As long as there were cosmic beings that could screw with her at a whim, she would try to get stronger and stronger to at least be left alone. Manipulating the fabric of reality was just a handy side bonus.

With all the adrenaline out of her system, Alyssa decided to check in on Companion. The dumb dragon wound up tearing her body apart the day before and clearly needed some amount of supervision. She was also likely the only person in the palace that Alyssa cared to talk to at the moment. Irulon was off at the Observatorium as she had been nearly every day since they returned to Lyria. Kasita got it in her head that offering her abilities to spy and infiltrate would be a good idea; Oxart was apparently putting her to good use with some of the more suspicious of the great houses. Although demonic activity was at an all-time low, there were still concerns that plenty of plague incidents had gone unnoticed during Fela’s stay in Illuna, so she was working with the plague containment team once again.

Brakkt was still in Illuna, but he should be back for the night… which Alyssa would be lying if she said she wasn’t looking forward to. But that wouldn’t be until later.

So Companion it was…

“Ah. Alyssa. Just who I was on my way to see.”

Until a certain someone intercepted her on the way to Irulon’s floor. It was only one flight of stairs up and she had taken the servant’s passage, so Alyssa couldn’t view the Pharaoh’s presence as anything but intentional despite the casual way he greeted her.

“I often take the servant passages when I wish to avoid notice. They might see me, but they won’t tell anyone.”

“I didn’t ask.”

“Hm.” His eyes glinted in the dark stairwell. There was no light for them to catch, but they still glowed a faint gold-violet color. Of course, now knowing a few spells that might achieve that effect, Alyssa couldn’t help but feel like some of the magic had been taken out of his imposing stature… in a figurative sense. There was obviously literal magic in his eyes. “There will be a meeting in two days. I would like for you to be in attendance.”

“Uh… why?”

“I will ask for you to give an accounting of your experiences with various monsters. And the viability of humans working with monsters to achieve specific goals.”

“Specific goals? Like what?”

“That is what I hope for you to bring to the table.”

“Hmm…” Talking in a narrow staircase was a bit awkward. Alyssa couldn’t easily step away from the Pharaoh. Given how suddenly he had appeared around the narrow curve of the spiral stairs, he was quite close as it was. “I guess I can come,” she said, more hoping that agreeing would get her some space. Then an idea popped into her head. “Two days from now? I assume in the evening?”

“That would be correct. There will be a meal served, but it will not be a great feast, so do not fret.”

“I wasn’t…” Alyssa shook her head. “I was going to ask if it would be possible to meet earlier in the day.”

“You have arrangements in the evening?”

“No. But there is a demonstration going on earlier in the day that might be relevant to the meeting. We don’t have to sit around and talk about it until later in the evening if you want, but an elf and a human have been working together—”

“The Farmer. Yes…” He pinched the bearded tip of his chin between his thumb and forefinger. “I am aware of its existence. Several attendees of this meeting will be observing the demonstration, which is why the meeting will be held later in the evening.”

“Oh. You’re already… Well, whatever. I can be there then.”

“Excellent. I will send a servant with further information tomorrow morning. Will that suffice?”

“Sure?”

With a nod of his head, the Pharaoh slipped past Alyssa with far more grace than should have been allowed in the tight servant stairwell. He continued on downward without any further acknowledgment of her presence. Strange, but she shrugged and decided to not worry over it. Once upon a time, she had worried over the Pharaoh attacking her randomly, probably because of how their initial meeting went, but she was far less concerned about that now. He wasn’t a bad guy… just… overprotective? In his own way.

Even going so far as to keep a demoniacally infected Octavia around. Who Alyssa still had yet to encounter. Following Brakkt’s advice, Alyssa had not even attempted to seek her or Tzheitza out. They didn’t come up to these floors at all and Alyssa had only rarely ventured down from the palace to where she might chance across them.

And she was unlikely to find either of them up on Irulon’s floor.

Companion’s room in what was once Irulon’s laboratory was quite sterile. She had books, but they were all taken from Irulon’s room. That was about it. There was a bed, one rather simple in comparison to either Irulon or Brakkt’s beds, and a desk and a chair.

“You want me to create a pile of gold coins for you to sleep on?” Alyssa asked as she stepped through the already open door.

Looking up from Adrael’s golden staff, Companion turned like she couldn’t move her neck in the slightest. Her entire body shifted from her waist up, keeping her shoulders stiff. “That sounds like it would be quite uncomfortable. This body is sore enough as it is currently.”

“It was a joke,” Alyssa said with a half sigh.

“Ah. I must have missed that. Sorry.”

“No, it’s… Dragons on Earth are said to love to sleep on piles of wealth that they hoard.”

The rings in her eyes spun up for just a brief moment before returning to a passive, languid pace. “I was under the impression that you didn’t have monsters on Earth.”

“Myths.”

“Ah.”

“Anyway,” Alyssa said with a little force. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I never want to move this body again.” As she spoke, Companion barely moved more than her lips.

“You aren’t still tearing your body, are you?”

Despite her comment, Companion stretched her arm out and started waving it back and forth. “No tears,” she said, “but it makes my muscles… sore? I think that is the proper term.”

Closing her eyes, Alyssa did a quick check of Companion’s soul. People near death had that status reflected in their soul. But even with the oddities involved with Companion and Irulon, everything looked mostly normal. “You’re lucky your strength breath didn’t make your heart explode. That’s a muscle too, you know.”

“So you’ve mentioned every time we have talked since then.”

With another sigh, Alyssa just shook her head in exasperation. Companion just seemed so unconcerned. It was probably something about being a dragon. If it wasn’t a problem, then it wasn’t worth thinking about… or something like that.

“How did your luncheon with your attackers go? You did invite them, right?”

“Amicably.”

Alyssa raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

“No.” Companion turned away. Her entire upper body shifted so that she could lean over the table that had the staff on it. “I’m confident that they wished to assault me again, but were restrained by the threat of being in the palace. Even though no guards attended our meal, the mere thought that they were on the other side of any given door made them stiff and unwilling to do much aside from ingest the offered meal and flee immediately after.”

“Well, you can’t win them all.”

“I will be able to. I just need to think more on the topic. Learn more about humans in general. I couldn’t have known how I would end up at the time, but I can’t help but regret being so passive while with Irulon. I could have learned so much, but I mostly just sat back and observed without cognitive thinking unless Irulon directly addressed me.”

“You’ve got plenty of time to figure things out.”

“Perhaps…”

“If it helps, my world has done tons of studies of humans. Anthropology and psychology are two entire fields with millions of experts all dedicated to studying how humans live and why they act the way they do. I’m sure you could pull up a million resources on my phone.”

“You would allow me to use it?”

“Sure,” Alyssa said, pulling it out of her pocket. It was indestructible and she could call it back to herself whenever she wanted, so there was no danger in lending it out. “Though I reserve the right to take it back should I need to look something up. I do have my research to delve into after all.”

“Of course. I understand. I have several projects to work on should you require its use.”

“Here,” Alyssa said, sitting down on the same table that had the staff on top. “Let me show you how to use it…”
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                Watching the monstrosity that was The Farmer in action was relieving in a strange sort of way. It certainly presented a terrifying visage, but that was about all it had. In terms of speed, Alyssa was pretty sure that her grandfather would have been able to outrun it with his walker. While it had been extremely quiet for its size during testing, it was quite noisy while threshing and chewing up all the crops it processed. Between that, the pistons thumping, and the treads causing minor earthquakes, it was unlikely that even someone taking a nap in the middle of the field would not wake up with plenty of time to get away.

Probably.

Alyssa would definitely have some words for Jason later about having a small team do a sweep of the fields ahead of their machine harvesting everything. Or some other precautions.

Despite the elderly speed at which it moved, The Farmer did work. It did a lot of work at that. The speed was enough that it kept the conveyor belts loaded, but not fast enough to overload them. Which likely meant that the speed was not its top speed and had been chosen specifically for optimal reaping. It had been twenty minutes and a huge swath of the field had been cleared and processed already.

Taking her eyes off the wondrous machine, Alyssa glanced about at the crowd of onlookers. They were all standing a healthy distance away, though she did note that several people were much further away than they had been before, as if the thing would suddenly turn around and advance toward them.

The event was attended by a gaggle of onlookers, both wealthy merchants and nobles who might be interested in such technologies as well was a much larger crowd of less wealthy individuals. The latter were largely those who would normally have been working these fields instead of The Farmer. It made her wonder if there would be protests about losing their jobs to robots. The Farmer was crewed by only six people and was doing the work of about forty to sixty, just in terms of reaping the field. Another few dozen for all the extra processing work and it might be totaling out at a good hundred people…

None of the peasantry seemed upset at the moment, however. Perhaps they hadn’t realized the implications of such a machine and what it might mean for a few more of them to be built just yet and were too enamored by its appearance to think. But that would be something for Jason to deal with. And possibly the Pharaoh. Progress had to be made. They might reeducate in the fields of engineering—such a device could hardly be maintained by only Jason and Guillem, even with the small team they had put together; more machines would mean more engineers would be required—or they could be hired to simply scout ahead of the machine and look for dangers such as rocks, poor terrain that wouldn’t support the thing, and, especially, people. Which brought things back around to her initial intention to warn Jason not to run over any poor kids playing in the field.

As for the merchants and nobles, reactions were harder to judge. The nobles were especially trained at hiding their expressions. Decorous was present, stony faced, with his brother. Alyssa had seen both of them at the feast. Martin and both his son and granddaughter were here as well, making good use of the portal between Illuna and Lyria. There were a few other faces that Alyssa recognized from the feast. None who she actually recognized. Some seemed excited. Others, like Decorous, were obviously not. Whether that was a racist thing, or because they had actually considered the ramifications of such a device, was something that she suspected would come out during the meeting this evening.

Brakkt, at Alyssa’s side, was one of the ones who didn’t actually look that happy or excited. Which Alyssa had expected given that they had talked about The Farmer over some drinks the night before. He wasn’t going to try to obstruct the invention of such devices or impede technological progress. It was just that the device somewhat offended his sensibilities. He was a man who believed in self-sustainability. Everyone should be able to hunt and farm for themselves, even if they didn’t do it all the time. It was one of the reasons he didn’t particularly like most nobles or much of the merchant class.

“That thing is going to kill a lot of people.”

Alyssa glanced to her other side, where her mother was looking on in obvious disapproval next to Companion. Lisa, along with Oz, Lumen, and Catal, all arrived just yesterday morning. Apparently. Alyssa hadn’t even found out until Lumen Messaged her later in the evening. There had been a mild incident on the way involving a few bandits, but nothing the four of them had been worried about. The bandits had not recognized Lumen as an arcanist and were taken by surprise when the laser beams started flying. Further details were less than forthcoming, making Alyssa a little worried, but her mother hadn’t been harmed, so she wasn’t too concerned.

As for her mother’s concerns about The Farmer… “I’m already going to talk to Jason about making sure the field is clear before running this thing.”

“Not just that. The thing has no guard rails. All the moving parts are exposed. The entire thing looks unstable, like it will shake itself apart. Someone is going to stretch an arm in the wrong direction, reach for a fallen item, or just straight up fall off and into the grinder.”

“Oh.” Alyssa looked back to The Farmer. Her mother was… probably right about that. She hadn’t even considered how much danger those who operated the device were in. And all the engineers who had to perform maintenance. Had there been any incidents during the construction that Jason and Guillem had neglected to mention?

Very possibly.

Now she had even more to ask about. But that would have to be another time. Alyssa had a few things she wanted to get ready for the meeting. She wasn’t going to have a presentation or anything, but there were a few notes she wanted to make. Mostly, she was expecting to listen to a bunch of old men arguing and complaining. She wished there was someone like Volta in Lyria. A monster who knew all the monster secrets that were surely in a city like this. Kasita was close, but not quite there.

She technically could ask Volta to come over, but that would reveal that a doppelganger was acting as a human, advising a human, and otherwise appearing as if a monster might be trying to usurp human land. Especially with Volta being from the city that just granted territory to a group of monsters. Besides that, she was less interested in Volta’s position in comparison to the knowledge of pockets of monsters within the city that operated in a manner similar to Guillem. Public or not.

Guillem was, essentially, a business owner. A monster business owner who provided a service for the community. Sure, she was technically a slave. Few actually believed that. Those who did were quickly being disabused of that opinion. The actual owner of the smithy had shown himself for today’s event. He was a portly man, one with a beer gut and not simply fat. It was quite obvious that, while he might not be as bewildered as some of the other onlookers, he didn’t know much more than them. Several people had gone up to him to with congratulations or to ask a few questions. No matter what was said to him, all he said in return was that Guillem would be around to answer everything once the demonstration was over.

“Aside from the dangers, what do you think of it?” Alyssa asked her mother.

“Too big. Too impractical. Likely too expensive. Modern technology could make something like this, but doesn’t. Or rather, there are machines that can do at least most of what this does, but smaller and less…” She just waved her hands toward everything.

“Yeah. I get that. But as a machine, it is impressive. Imagine what else they can come up with. And elves are generally known for their engineering skills. Imagine if there were a dozen Guillems all running around, helping to share their expertise with humans…”

“I’m having nightmares already.”

Alyssa gave her mother a bit of a flat look.

The demonstration went on for a few hours. Not everyone stuck around for the entire thing. Once someone had seen a half hour of The Farmer work, they had seen hours of it working. The main reason it kept going was to show just how quickly it could clear out the entire field. Which it did well.

At least, Alyssa assumed it would finish its job. She headed back to the palace with Brakkt and Companion after only a about half the field got done.

Court for the day would apparently be held in the great hall. It was already in session by the time that Alyssa arrived, though the meeting portion wasn’t to be until later. At the moment, it was just the Pharaoh, the First Prince, and a few advisers. A whole variety of people came in who would state their petitions, concerns, or simply matters that needed to be brought to attention. It was, apparently, a common event to be held after a feast.

Alyssa had to wonder about the timing of holding open court. Looking at the majority of petitioners, she assumed that lots of them had been the ones to receive the trencher bread. If they were really poor and couldn’t afford food most of the time, having their bellies filled with meat juice-soaked bread probably helped… lessen their grievances.

To their credit, neither the prince nor the Pharaoh looked bored or dismissive of the matters brought before them. The First Prince held his posture forward, obviously attentive. The Pharaoh had his shoulders back against the tall throne, but it wasn’t a slouching posture. He would frequently nod and even ask questions. When one peasant—though Alyssa really didn’t like the connotations that term implied, it was what they were—brought forth the claim that water quality was extremely poor in some southern housing district, the First Prince immediately summoned up a small team of investigators to go out and take a look at the problem for themselves. They were to report back and advise on possible solutions, assuming there was an actual problem to begin with and not just someone tasting funny water for an unrelated reason.

It wouldn’t be fixed today, but they were definitely taking the matter seriously.

Alyssa sat around and watched while making a few notes for the later meeting, more out of curiosity than necessity. For all she associated with the royal family, she really didn’t know that much about the kingdom or how it was run aside from the very basics. Hearing people come in and talk about how rats got into a storehouse and ate all the grain or the wealthy neighbors kept dumping their waste around the poorer streets didn’t really help her get a big picture of it all. In fact, it seemed strange that peasants would come all the way to the Pharaoh with those problems instead of the captain of a local guard house.

Which probably meant that, despite how seriously the Pharaoh and the First Prince were addressing the problems, it was all mostly for show. A placation and appeasement. Especially because she had insider information that a real meeting would take place afterward with all the important members of society. Alyssa wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Sure, the peasants had concerns and they were being addressed, but it felt… disingenuous when taken in that light?

Later, she might ask Brakkt about that. Though she was already interfering plenty in Lyria’s government, mostly completely unintentionally. Changing more of what worked was probably unnecessary. Especially because no one had brought forth any serious claims. Though she supposed such people could be screened and suppressed, she had been around enough to know that they likely weren’t doing that.

It wasn’t long before the open court came to an end.

The stream of petitioners had thinned out in the last hour. The guards eventually closed the doors, signifying that the open court had come to an end. The meeting the Pharaoh wanted Alyssa to attend did not start up right away. There was a break of a good hour, during which the Pharaoh, his son, and the advisers all headed out to get freshened up or meet with each other about the petitioners’ requests.

Although he had said that it wouldn’t be a feast, there was going to be food and Alyssa doubted that it would be significantly less grandiose than the meal she had eaten the other night.

The arrangement was different. They weren’t using all the tables in the great hall. Rather, they disassembled the tables of the great houses so that they might reassemble them into one moderately large table in the center of the room. There were going to be fewer people at tonight’s meeting than there were at the feast the other night and they all needed to be close enough to hear each other talk.

Sure enough, servants started setting out those same bread trenchers again once the table was assembled. Alyssa was a bit embarrassed to say that she didn’t recognize all the servants running about. She shouldn’t be expected to recognize all of them, but one of them, upon noticing her sitting off to the side, brought over a goblet of mulled wine.

She accepted the one, but told him that she would be only be drinking water for the rest of the night. No matter what she asked for later.

People started trickling in shortly after. There was little formality to it all. Everyone was wearing their finest suits, but there was no order to their arrival. Decorous and his brother walked in together. Martin and his son arrived without any fanfare. Others came who Alyssa might have been able to put a name to if she was really trying, but it seemed like far too much effort. Especially when she didn’t really need to figure out their names. They sat around the large table in such a way that their backs were to the giant flags of the great houses. If she were to sit right in the empty space at the center of the circular table, she would be able to look around and see the exact dividing lines of everyone’s houses.

For her part, Alyssa wound up directed by Brakkt to sit next to him, with Irulon a seat away. Irulon apparently did not often attend these kinds of things. Neither did Brakkt, for that matter. But today, they both had some expertise with monsters and were, therefore, relevant to the topics on the table for discussion.

The Pharaoh eventually walked back in, surprisingly being the last person to arrive. He didn’t take his seat, choosing to stand for at least the early part of the meeting.

He addressed the gathered group, thanked them for coming, laid out a series of topics that they had planned for discussion, asked if anyone had additional matters they wanted brought to attention, and generally acted like this was a completely routine meeting. Right up until he introduced the evening’s guests.

“Many of you are aware already of the hellhound who has been working with the plague containment team, Fela,” he said, waving a hand toward the indicated monster before moving on. “Kasita is a mimic that has been operating in the city for quite some time, assisting in fending off assaults by the Juno Federation among other things. Companion is the name chosen by a dragon now inhabiting the mostly human body you see before you.” There was a great deal of murmuring about that, but the Pharaoh ignored it, moving on. “Finally, we have Alyssa.”

“And what kind of monster is she?” someone blurted out when the Pharaoh didn’t offer any further explanation for her presence. Alyssa didn’t recognize them, though they sat with their backs to a banner covered in green filigree, decorated with the iconography of a lion.

“I’m not a monster,” Alyssa said, more on reflex than actual irritation.

“She’s the one who created the body in which the dragon now resides, mediated a peace agreement between a large group of monsters and the city of Illuna, among other things such as closing the pit at Owlcroft and destroying a Juno outpost near our borders with the assistance of my daughter.”

Murmurs started up again, though Decorous and his brother as well as Martin and his son were notably not among those chatting with varying levels of discontent. “Created a body?” one voice said a little louder than the rest.

Alyssa decided to use the opportunity to put the discussion to rest. They weren’t here to talk about her. “I can create anything I can imagine,” she said, which might have been a slight exaggeration. Lots of things still turned into those leaking balls of sludge. But to these people, she didn’t need to experiment on anything, just produce a demonstration. So she just waved her hands over the table and created a number of small statuettes. A little figure of Brakkt, one of Irulon, the Pharaoh, Kasita and Fela, and finally Companion. Each were made from different materials. The Pharaoh got gold, Irulon was onyx, Kasita and Fela were marble, Companion was a turquoise jade, and Brakkt appeared in his full armor, except in silver. She thought the Black Prince having the look of a knight in shining armor was mildly amusing, even if no one else was smiling at the little statue.

She intended for the figurines to be handed out so that people could look at them and see that they were real, not an illusion. But her lack of spell card usage was apparently the catalyst for another round of much louder murmuring.

The Pharaoh did not silence it right away either. He plucked his own statuette off the table, looked at it for a moment, then… it disappeared. He didn’t move his hands toward his pockets, but the figurine still vanished. Alyssa had a feeling that it went to the same place that he pulled his spell cards from. But after that, he cleared his throat. The murmuring died down instantly. The Pharaoh wasn’t the kind of man who had to speak loudly to get attention.

Surprisingly, the first topic was not related to monsters. The agenda started out with issues in the great houses’ territories. Two of the houses had not attended, still protesting the Pharaoh’s decision to incorporate monsters into human daily lives. But the others all aired their grievances in much the same manner as the peasants from earlier.

Though their grievances were on a bit of a different scale. Trade disputes, territorial claim disagreements, poor crop growth, and so on and so forth. It wasn’t for a good two hours, well after she had finished eating, that the topic finally switched over to monsters.

“It has been demonstrated that monsters have a great deal to offer humanity.”

And the arguing began in earnest.

            

    
        045.003 Remain Calm - Court II

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa did not know why she had been invited to the evening’s meeting. She felt like she should have something more to offer, but when it came down to it, most of the people at the table were absolutely impossible to talk to. They were too set in their views. Even little disagreements about some inane side note were taken as personal attacks. Arguing anything more had seen two people storm off already.

It wasn’t even her doing the arguments. Aside from her introduction, Alyssa could count the number of times she had said anything on one hand. Poor Fela was here and she hadn’t said anything at all—she wasn’t even calling for more food, instead just sitting still and looking like she would rather not be noticed for the time being. Irulon was barely at the table mentally. She had a notebook out, which she constantly wrote in. Someone else at the table might think that she was taking notes or otherwise paying attention to the current speaker—she even looked at whoever was talking as she wrote—but Alyssa was sitting right next to her. She could see what the notebook was.

It was magic research. Of course.

Irulon’s counterpart was doing enough talking to make up for the silence of Alyssa, Fela, and Irulon, however. Kasita wasn’t far behind. Though Alyssa had no idea what they were really arguing for. Especially Companion, who seemed to take up a devil’s advocate stance based on the last thing anyone said. One moment, she would be agreeing with Kasita on one subject only to disagree with her on the next in order to agree with someone else, even disagreeing with an earlier point that she made on occasion.

Given how many people were here that all had their own ideas on how things should be, Alyssa had to wonder if she wasn’t trying to make a point that everyone could agree with at least once. Some ploy to get on their sides or build a small rapport.

Alyssa didn’t think it was working. People like Martin were… basically just Martin’s group. There were a few others, including a surprising round of support from Decorous’ brother, who were interested in lessening some restrictions. Most of those present did not like the idea of change. They didn’t like the idea of losing their slaves or inviting potentially hostile beings into their territory. That was despite Martin’s testimony of the monsters who stopped by his city and how they interacted with the humans around there, and how the humans interacted with the monsters.

The whole meeting was just… exhausting. Alyssa hadn’t even done much and yet she felt like she had run a marathon. Talking and arguing was not her element. If one of these people pulled out a poisoned knife and tried to assassinate the Pharaoh, things would be different. That was something she felt she could intervene in. She wasn’t quite sure how she got to wishing for something dangerous to happen, but that was where she was at in life, apparently.

It was just so much easier to knock down a brick wall than it was to argue with one.

Alyssa took off her sunglasses and rubbed at her eyes. How long is this meeting going to go on, anyway? They hadn’t even talked about monsters for the first few hours, going over other items on the agenda first. Which was probably the smart thing to do as those topics didn’t have nearly as much arguing going on. But this meeting had been going on for twice as long, no progress was being made, and people were growing more exhausted and more irritated the longer things went. At this point, it would probably be better to simply go to each city, tell all the monsters that wanted to leave that there was a haven for them near Illuna, and completely ignore the leaders of the cities.

That would probably cause all kinds of problems for the Pharaoh, but…

What was he doing during all this? Letting his children handle it, mostly. Not even his children, just the First Prince with a little input from Brakkt. Alyssa couldn’t even remember the last time he spoke.

Though at the moment, no one was speaking.

It took Alyssa a second to realize why they were all staring at her. Taking off her glasses, looking around with brightly glowing eyes… it probably looked like she was about to say something.

She hadn’t been, but… with the opportunity presented to her, it would be a shame to waste it.

“Aren’t you all… ashamed of yourselves? Sitting around, squabbling like children.” Though she was only tangentially paying attention, the last thing they had been discussing—if it could be called a discussion—was on the topic of a war between humans and elves, roughly ten years ago. The same war that Guillem had been captured during. “No one is asking you to not defend yourselves. Or even hand over prisoners of war. The last time the Pharaoh spoke, it was to call to attention the idea that peaceful monsters could benefit from and be a benefit for humanity as a whole. Most monsters have desires other than eating humanity’s face off,” she said with a gesture toward Fela and Kasita.

“A few… well-behaved examples are hardly cause to rewrite the law of the land,” one of the louder lords said, hitting his knuckles against the table as if to punctuate his statement. “Those laws are there for good reason.”

“Times change. People change. Monsters change. Laws should change too. You people are so obsessed with a possible threat just because it looks obvious that you aren’t concerned with the real threats facing the world. How often does this group consider the Juno Federation? They—”

“Juno? A threat?” another of the lords said, earning a small laugh from those around him.

Someone on the opposite side of the table, a woman from a house with a banner depicting a perched cat with a thick necklace on, leaned forward. “We defeat the Federation’s pitiful attacks every year. They’ve never made a successful incursion into our lands.”

“Have they not? Can you be so sure?”

“Obviously,” the woman said with a scoff, waving a hand around the room as if that explained everything.

“The Juno Federation attacked twice just a few months ago. They used new tactics.” Tactics that might have worked if not for Alyssa’s presence, though she wasn’t about to toot her own horn right now, feeling that might undermine her point. “They will continue to use new tactics. I wouldn’t be surprised to find out that their yearly battle with the Lyrian guard is just there to fuel a sense of complacency while they’re working to infiltrate on a more subtle level. The Juno Federation is made up of humans. You wouldn’t even notice if that friendly merchant you buy trinkets from was actually spying on you for the Juno Federation. You would never know if your trusted adviser was feeding notes to his far-off superiors from every meeting he attended.

“You focus on Fela because she has giant pillars of flames coming from her eyes. It is easy and obvious to say ‘hey, look at that.’ But Fela doesn’t hate this entire kingdom. She doesn’t want to see it ground into dust. It’s the humans across the desert that want to destroy you.”

Alyssa felt a little strange about throwing a whole other human civilization under the bus in effort to… distract from the actual topic, but the Juno Federation was already at war and already hated Tenebrael worshipers. She didn’t see too much harm in it. Aside from possibly getting Lyria to go to war themselves instead of just defending themselves.

The monsters were much closer to home given that they were already here. Probably, anyway. She might not be wrong about the Juno Federation sending spies, but that really wasn’t the point. Alyssa was mostly trying to get people to see that humans were just as much of threats as the monsters were. Technically more of a threat, given that humans tended to exist in far larger numbers than most types of monsters. And yet, they were wasting all their focus on monsters.

Glancing first toward Kasita then to Companion, Alyssa slowly turned her gaze over the entire table. “You people waste too much time on threats that aren’t actually threats while complacently ignoring actual threats. I’ve no problem with you defending yourselves should monsters attack. But hunting down a small, peaceful farming community of monsters for slaughter and enslavement… Your time is better spent elsewhere.”

The woman looked like she might object again, but a look from Decorous’ brother silenced her.

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “I do not disagree that monsters can… enter into a mutually beneficial relationship with humanity. Some monsters. However, keeping the monster population low, keeping them manageable, is a necessary if unfortunate task. Take your hellhound, for example. My brother,” he said, waving to Decorous without lifting his elbow, “is quite the accomplished warrior.”

Alyssa suppressed a snort, remembering how he had acted when confronted with a gaunt. Even today, he had been shooting nervous glances to Fela all throughout the meeting. At being called out, those nervous glances only intensified.

“A captain of the guard at his young age,” Valorous continued. “Yet I doubt he would have much success in combat against a hellhound. A monster like that is stronger, faster, more agile than a human. Their sharp claws could casually rend armor and their fur acts as a natural barrier to blades. Yora city guards could fight off a single hellhound with few casualties. But if we allowed a community to form on our borders, how could we deal with ten, fifty, or a hundred of them?”

“Why would you think they would attack?”

Valorous blinked, visible confusion on his face for a moment. It was as if he had never even considered the possibility that a group of monsters wouldn’t attack. They were monsters, after all. It was what they did. They attacked humans. The confusion only lasted a moment before he seemed to get what Alyssa was getting at, but she didn’t let him speak.

“Fela, what do you want right now more than anything?”

“To go back to my room and go to sleep.”

“And after that?”

“Food.”

“And after that?”

“Umm… to… not be invited to any more of these meetings?”

“Yeah. Me too,” Alyssa said softly. A little louder, she said, “There is a hierarchy of needs that all thinking beings have. At the most important, you have things like food, water, space to live, warmth, and rest. Then there is security and safety. Above that, psychological needs such as feelings of belonging and accomplishment. Satisfying these needs significantly lessens the need or desire to… rebel.

“If a family of hellhounds does make their way to Yora’s territory, simply telling them that you are not going to hunt them down and kill them for sleeping out in a nearby forest is probably more than sufficient for them to leave you alone. Illuna went a step further, offering nearby land and implicit protection because of their proximity. Martin and the rest of the humans living in Illuna don’t need to fulfill every need that I listed. The monsters are constructing their own homes and cultivating their own crops. Really, it is just the territory that was important. Any sufficiently large group of monsters can be entirely self sufficient beyond having a place to live where they won’t be murdered.”

Crossing her arms and leaning back, Alyssa kept talking. “I understand that powerful lords and territory owners such as yourselves might view your land as far too precious to part with. But I have ridden through half this country. There are swathes of empty land. Huge areas where nothing lives save perhaps bandits and highwaymen. There is more than enough space on this world for humans and monsters to cohabit. You don’t need to do as Illuna did and offer them a plot of land on your doorstep, though doing so would facilitate trade and any alchemist can tell you that some fingernail shavings from the right monster are worth a roomful of gold. And as for brewing animosity… Martin,” Alyssa said, looking toward the older man. “You’ve walked among the monsters. You visited their town just a few days ago, didn’t you?”

“That’s correct.”

“Did you feel any hostility? Did you ever get the sense that you might be in danger?”

“Can’t say that I did. Everyone was friendly, even happy to see me.”

“And your own people, the humans of Illuna, do they have complaints?”

He didn’t answer quite as fast this time, nodding slowly. “There are a few petitioners. Far fewer than there were weeks ago when the monsters were still living in their camp. Already, it is dying down. The few monsters who chose to stay behind haven’t caused problems one way or another either.”

Nodding, Alyssa looked back to Valorous, point made.

“And when a few dissidents with old grudges start to rally others in an insurrection?”

“Then you will defend yourself with the aid of other monsters. Ones who want to preserve their new way of living. Which, I imagine, will far out number those with grudges.”

“You think monsters will side with humans over other monsters?”

Alyssa simply gestured toward both Kasita and Fela, both of whom had stood by Alyssa’s side in the face of monsters. In Kasita’s case, she had mostly negotiated, but Fela had definitely been ready to attack the oasis monsters should they have proved themselves hostile toward Alyssa. And, of course, nobody liked fairies.

“Well,” Valorous said slowly after looking between the two monsters, “there is certainly much more to consider regarding this topic than can be properly examined without further research. Given that the night has gone on quite long as it is, I request an adjournment for us to gather more information, discuss problems in a less formal environment, and allow the… poor monster its rest.” He nodded toward Fela.

That was, possibly, the most wonderful suggestion that Alyssa had heard all evening. Most others at the table seemed to agree, given the murmurs of agreement that went around.

The Pharaoh nodded. After waiting a brief moment, presumably for anyone to object, he said, “Very well. We shall reconvene at a later date. My son shall get everything ready and alert you all in advance.”

“Thank you all for coming,” the First Prince said, standing. “And for remaining… cordial during this topic of discussion.”

Alyssa had to suppress another scoff. Then again, she didn’t know what other trying topics they usually discussed. For all she knew, this was cordial in a relative manner of speaking. But pleasant company or not, it didn’t matter. I’m finally free.

She was definitely going to talk to the First Prince about not attending any future meetings. Kasita could go in her place and speak for her, if necessary, though she didn’t know why it would be. If one of the great houses was planning on attacking another, or groups of monsters, or even the Pharaoh, then she could step in and blast them down with angelic laser beams. The same was true in reverse, should monsters decide to do something nefarious. With all her power, and with the staff to protect against esoteric things like the Pharaoh’s time magic, it would be easy to simply proclaim herself the living embodiment of Tenebrael. She could easily turn into a tyrannical ruler of the entire world, crushing all dissidence in an attempt to get everyone to cooperate. She could easily just glare at Valorous, tell him to fall in line or be replaced, and have that be that.

But would that be the right thing to do?

It was a philosophical debate. She always hated the two philosophy classes she had taken. They seemed like a bunch of self-important people sitting around discussing concepts without actually doing anything about them. But here and now, Alyssa could theoretically do something about them. A new world order at her fingertips. A few Annihilators here and there would keep people in line.

But even if it was the right thing to do in the short term, if only to keep people from harming each other, Alyssa was still not going to be around forever.

So she didn’t think it was a good idea. Or the right thing to do.

People needed to learn for themselves. Society needed to change on its own. She would certainly step in to stop atrocities from happening in the moment, but real change needed to come from the people.

Probably, anyway. She wasn’t a philosopher.

            

    
        045.004 Remain Calm - Primordial Ooze

    
    
    
    
                Tenebrael, for once, did not have a smile on her face. She stared at Alyssa with all the intensity of a starved and crazed weasel. Her arms, one gloved and one bare, were crossed over her chest with a few fingers drumming on her elbow.

Alyssa didn’t break her stare. She met the angel’s eyes and didn’t flinch back or shift her posture. It was a bit of a pain in the neck. Literally. Alyssa sat on her bed while Tenebrael hovered upright a short distance away. The small elevation forced her to tilt her head upward.

The brief standoff only lasted a minute before Tenebrael’s face soften. “Are you sure about that? Are you ready? Have you learned all you can learn as you are now?”

“In order: No, no, and no.”

“Then—”

“But I could be spending years and years working with your magic. There are probably a trillion nuances that I would spend my entire life learning about and experimenting with, only to realize that there are a trillion more after that.”

Tenebrael let out a long sigh, dropping her height to be at only a slight upward angle from Alyssa. “Mortals,” she said in that same sigh. “So impatient.”

“Yes, well, it comes with a limited amount of time to do things in. Even if I can magic myself up a way to extend my life, how long will I be still be here, doing the same things with only the tiniest of baby steps to show for progress?”

“But to connect to the Throne…”

“I’m not saying that we have to do it right this second. In fact, I don’t think we should do it now. You’re right. I do think there should be just a little preparation before we go into this. I brought it up because I want it to be something on our minds. Something we’re both thinking about and mentally preparing for. I want to try to connect directly to the Throne, if only to see how things are different.”

“Well, I don’t know how it is for you, exactly. I have guesses based on what I have seen. But I’m pretty sure the Throne is… far more than what you are expecting. To be connected to the Throne is to be a part of something… much, much larger than yourself. I’m a little worried you’ll just explode.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together, raising an eyebrow. “Literally?” she asked after a short silence.

“Yes.”

“My body or my soul?”

“Yes.”

Lips pressing even tighter, Alyssa scowled. “You were the one who originally suggested it way back when…”

“Yes, but I didn’t think you would actually want to…” Tenebrael trailed off with another small sigh. Straightening her posture, she once again looked Alyssa straight in the eyes. “What is it you want, Alyssa Meadows?”

“What?”

“Why is it that you wish to connect to the Throne? What is there for you to gain? What do you want?”

Alyssa didn’t take long at all to answer, despite Tenebrael seeming to have wanted her question to be thought about for a while. Technically it was a question that she had thought about for a while. In retrospect, she had been thinking about it since first meeting Tenebrael, though she might not have been able to articulate exactly what it was she had desired back then. Now, after much more focused thought, she could distill her desire down to a single word.

“Control.”

Tenebrael blinked twice, visibly confused. “Control? What do you mean by that?”

“I mean, I just don’t feel like I have much control over my life. At the moment, you could swoop in and decide that I would be better off on some other planet entirely. Or maybe decide to do another experiment to check how your little black book reacts to something I did. Or maybe another angel shows up and then I have to deal with them. They could usurp you, becoming the new Dominion of Nod or maybe just fight with you, taking away these little talks that we have much like how the Astral Authority forced you into hiding for some time.

“I need more control over my own life. A way to get out from under all the angelic influence that is around me at all times.”

Tenebrael didn’t speak for a long time. She drifted a few paces away, settling down on top of the desk in the room. She didn’t smile. She didn’t frown. She just sat, staring. Alyssa didn’t say anything, choosing to let the angel process what she had just said. Though by five minutes of silence, Alyssa was starting to get a little nervous that she had said something she shouldn’t have.

Eventually, Tenebrael did open her mouth. “You would prefer… if I never appeared before you again? Never interfered in your life again?”

“That’s not what I said and you know it,” Alyssa snapped. “I just said that I would be upset if something interrupted our frequent chats. All I want is, should you be forced by your programming to act in a certain way, the ability to say no to whatever nonsensical demands you would be forced to come up with.”

That seemed to calm Tenebrael down, at least a little. Her posture certainly relaxed a little more, though she still didn’t put her smile back on her face.

“Can you say that the possibility of that is zero? That no other angel could possibly interfere with you or me?” Between Iosefael, Adrael, and Kenziel, history had already proved the answer to be a resounding no. But Alyssa still wanted to hear it from Tenebrael. Perhaps she had done something when she had booted the Astral Authority off the planet. Perhaps it really was just her now unless she specifically invited other angels to visit. But even if that was the case, the first question still applied in full.

And slowly, Tenebrael shook her head. Before Alyssa could say anything, Tenebrael slowly started to smile. “So I am not the problem. Rather… you would wish to become… my equal?”

It was Alyssa’s turn to blink. She hadn’t thought about it like that. But she eventually nodded. “That wasn’t quite what I had in mind, but it is a whole lot more accurate than wanting you to disappear forever.”

“I see. I see. A human with the full powers of an angel. That is a fascinating prospect indeed,” Tenebrael said, words speeding up as her excitement visibly grew. “I wonder if it is even possible.”

“Well, I don’t want to explode or anything.”

“No, no. I imagine not.”

Alyssa was a little relieved that Tenebrael wasn’t jumping to test this out right away. It hopefully meant that she was thinking over ways to try this out without this whole exploding thing, which Alyssa was a little concerned about. It was nice that she had mentioned it though. Although she had mentioned it as a way to dissuade Alyssa, it was evidence that Tenebrael wasn’t interested in reaping Alyssa’s soul at the present time.

Which was a minor fear that she still harbored despite all the evidence to the contrary. It was just… angels were so strange. Alyssa wasn’t even sure that they counted as living beings. They were beholden to their programming, didn’t eat, breathe, or multiply. Tenebrael could have been trying to figure out a way to get her killed from the very start that wouldn’t conflict with her rules and she might never know until too late. She had definitely put Alyssa into plenty of dangerous situations.

Healing Alyssa was probably the most obvious sign that she wasn’t actively hostile. And that was basically the only reason that Alyssa had explained her desire to Tenebrael. Outright stating that she wanted the ability to not have to deal with angels interfering in her life had been mildly risky. But now Tenebrael was humming and nodding to herself. She had a smile on.

It was still a little unnerving.

“So,” Alyssa said, deciding to interrupt whatever was going through Tenebrael’s head at this particular moment. “What I need to do to prepare for something like this? More math lessons?”

“Oh certainly. I hope you are prepared, Alyssa Meadows.”

Alyssa grimaced. That sounded an awful lot like what Tenebrael had said during their first encounter, right before the dumb angel transported her to Nod. It was even in the same overly boisterous tone.

Except this time, Tenebrael didn’t continue. She paused, looking a little confused. “Something wrong?”

“I ask what I need to do to prepare then you say that you hope I am prepared. Now I’m feeling less prepared than ever.”

“Oh. No,” Tenebrael said, shaking her head just lightly enough to send ripples of motion down her dark hair. “That’s not what I intended to convey. I mean to say, there is much to prepare for so I hope you are prepared for how much preparation we have ahead of us.”

“And we’ve said prepared so much I feel the word has lost all meaning.”

“Meaningful or not, we shouldn’t rush into this. I want you to demonstrate that you can perfectly control the power that you have now. Then, we’ll try feeding it through your body in a bit more of an intimate manner than the surface-level connection you have. After that… we’ll see how things look. If your body can handle it, maybe we can move forward. If not…” Tenebrael shrugged. “Might have to come up with some other solution.”

“Ignoring the future for now, I feel like I have pretty good control.”

To demonstrate, Alyssa held out both hands, one held above the other. From the higher hand, she created a series of objects. A brass broach. A miniature iron sword. A glass sculpture vaguely resembling the statue that stood watch over Teneville. A marble ball. A bullet and its casing—the gunpowder was hidden inside the brass, but she knew it would be in there if they cracked it open. And so on and so forth.

As each object hit her lower hand, she obliterated them, turning them back into nothing. Once upon a time, she would have had to spend a vast majority of her focus on creating the intricate objects. She would have had to spend another majority of her focus on the obliteration to make sure she wasn’t destroying things that shouldn’t be destroyed, like air and herself. Now, intricate objects rained down and disappeared at the same time. One after another. Whatever came to mind, she created. And what she created, she destroyed.

“That’s very good,” Tenebrael said in the exact tone that said a ‘but’ was coming next. “But creation isn’t the only use of my power. Even if it was, I can’t help but notice that you aren’t creating anything living or even dry wood.” Crossing her arms, Tenebrael said, “Food has caused you trouble in the past as well, correct? Make me a pizza.”

Cringing, the rain of objects came to a stop. Food was still something that turned into leaking globs of goo instead of whatever she was supposed to make. Wood wasn’t easy either. Granted, she hadn’t really tried to make much wood since some of her earlier experiments with creation. If she looked up enough about how plants came to be and maybe a tiny bit about cellular structure, she could probably do it.

But right now?

Tenebrael had asked for a pizza, not wood. So she couldn’t even try the easier of the two without looking like she was fleeing from the challenge.

With how effortlessly she had been creating delicate art that artisans would spend days or even weeks crafting, she felt like she should be able to simply hold out her hands and create a pizza. But a pizza was made up of so much stuff. Dough, tomato sauce, cheese, pepperoni. And that was the most basic of the basics. If she wanted any other toppings, it just got more complicated. She hadn’t been able to make a tomato, let alone tomato sauce. There were tons of stuff that went into making all of those things. Cheese was moldy and stale milk. Milk came from cows, usually, and had to be processed. Dough was flour, yeast, olive oil, sugar, salt… Yeast was a fungus, living organisms. Pizza was probably not the most complicated food out there, but she had a hard time thinking of something quite at that scale.

Maybe the problem was that she was over thinking it far too much. Taking a breath, she decided to just do it.

But not over her bed.

Standing up, Alyssa moved over to the desk. Shooing Tenebrael away, sending her floating off toward the bed, Alyssa closed her eyes to let her concentrate just a little better. Holding out her hands, Alyssa created a pizza.

It was… not a pizza.

The only similarity it had was that it was circular. A puddle of slime an inch thick clung to the wooden surface of her desk. Bits of it dripped off, landing on the stone floor with a disgusting plop. She jumped back, trying to keep it away from her bare feet. It hadn’t actually harmed her hands during the times that she had created it while holding it, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t disgusting. Though now, she had a quick and easy solution to getting rid of it instead of just tossing it all into a bucket.

Alyssa waved her hands over the mess, starting to destroy it. All the while, Tenebrael hovered around, watching without saying anything. It wasn’t until Alyssa finished up completely that she finally stopped her hovering. She crossed her arms, looking on with mild disapproval.

“Do you know what you did wrong?” Tenebrael asked, voice gentle.

“Pizza is complex.”

“Not nearly as complex as a living, breathing human. You made one of those just a short while ago.”

“Yeah, but I spent weeks researching that. I assume I need more information. I can start looking things up. Shall we meet again next week? I’ll have something by then, I’m sure of it.”

“Will you?”

“I… yes?” Although slightly hesitant at Tenebrael questioning her, Alyssa firmed her voice with resolve. “If I research enough, I’m sure I’ll get it right.”

“Mhm…”

“Why? Do you know what I’m doing wrong?”

“I think it is a mental hold up. You’re afraid of making food because you don’t want to put something so strange as something you’ve created yourself into your body.”

“Right.” Alyssa scoffed. “I’m afraid of making food but I was perfectly fine making Companion’s body?”

“You did a great deal of research, as you said yourself. That certainly lessened your fear. Maybe it will help this time, but getting over this fear would probably be a faster way. And yes, it is a fear. Even if you don’t recognize it as such. Wasn’t it you who said that fears aren’t always rational? That applies to subconscious fears twice over.”

Glowering at Tenebrael for throwing her own words back at her, Alyssa huffed. “What even is that stuff anyway?” she said, waving toward the now clean desk. It might have been a fairly transparent attempt at changing the subject, but she was sure that all she needed was more research. After all, she had a hard time making wood too and she wasn’t even considering gnawing on a two-by-four.

But Tenebrael didn’t argue. She simply held out a hand of her own. First, she created a small glass bowl, oddly without verbalizing any intent. Possibly because glass was a simple compound and not nearly as complex as a human body, which was the only thing that Alyssa had actually seen her create in the past. Then she did it again. Without saying a word, she filled the bowl with…

The stuff Alyssa created was a greenish goo, looking an awful lot like a collection of mold or algae that had been growing in a puddle of water for far too long.

Tenebrael’s version of it was much smoother. Opaque, but a consistent opaque, not the mixed sludge that Alyssa had made. “It is a material that doesn’t exist anymore. Not in any significant capacity, anyway. Nothing any mortal would have ever seen. It is a primordial substance, a precursor to all of everything, essentially. Before matter existed as you know it, this was what made up the majority of the universe outside the Throne. Even the Endless Expanse was crafted from this.”

Alyssa first raised an eyebrow, then raised a hand. She slowly moved it toward the bowl of slime, slowly enough that Tenebrael could warn her away if she thought it would be dangerous… but she didn’t move to stop Alyssa. It felt… like slime. There was no other way to describe it. It was cool and slick when she rubbed it between her fingers, but not at all sticky. In fact, pulling her fingers out of it, it all fell away. Very much unlike the goop that Alyssa created—her version clung to her fingers like honey.

“So… what do you use it for? What’s the difference between that and…” Alyssa turned her hand upward and created a small statue of herself, only to immediately obliterate it upon realizing how vain that might be.

Tenebrael barely paid it any mind. To Alyssa’s surprise, she shrugged.

“Don’t know. I doubt even the Seraphim know. While I can make it, I don’t know where to go from here. It is a secret only known to the Throne… as far as I am aware.”

Worthless, then, Alyssa mused to herself. Maybe she would hand some over to Companion and Irulon, but if even Tenebrael didn’t know how to make use of it, they probably didn’t have much chance. Then again, they had managed to do a few things that Tenebrael had found surprising and hadn’t seen before. Tenebrael could probably have done all those things herself, but their ability to surprise her might come to front again.

“So why does that stuff pop up whenever I try to make things that I don’t know anything about?”

“You are creating something. But without a… template? The miracle will switch to its default settings, to use an analogy. Its default settings just happen to be the original material.” With another shrug, both the bowl and the primordial goop that Tenebrael had created vanished. “Want to try again? Conquer your fear?”

“I’m not afraid… I just need more research time.”

“So that is a… no?”

“Next week,” Alyssa said. “Next week, I will create a pizza. And I will eat it right in front of you.”

And if I get horribly, horribly sick, at least Tenebrael will be there to heal me back up.

            

    
        045.005 Remain Calm - Projector

    
    
    
    
                After slipping back down to her room a few days after the lesson with Tenebrael, Alyssa found a servant waiting for her. A servant with a plethora of requests for more meetings. All very formal looking, they were written out in flowery ink and signed in a big round hand. Unfortunately for about half of the meeting’s participants, she had more important things to be doing today. So she redirected the servant off to find Kasita while Alyssa worked.

She was getting close.

Instead of creating a pizza all at once, which she fully intended to do some day, she had decided to simplify everything by starting with the component pieces.

And, in her opinion, she was getting quite good at it.

Alyssa knew that it was just a research problem. She wasn’t afraid of eating magically conjured food. That would be ridiculous. Sure, she had spent a great deal of time researching exactly what food was in the most basic sense of the term and had come to understand quite a bit about how people processed the food they ate, but that was just a side note to identifying the properties of plant-based life. Sure, she probably didn’t need to figure out the effect of cell walls on white flour and the mere term of ‘popped endosperm’ had put her off wheat-based products for a good full day until she realized that she was being silly, but all that research had helped to progress her to where she was today.

Namely, waving a hand to create a flat dough. The base for all pizza, whether that be vegetable, fruit, or regular pepperoni. It looked like dough. Felt like dough—specifically, dough that had been kneaded and allowed time to rise. She hadn’t actually tasted it yet. She was planning on it. A servant had taken a small sample to the kitchens to be baked, which she was currently waiting on. For some reason, creating it already cooked was posing problems to her. Much like creating pizza in general, she assumed that this was merely a lack of experience and research and would be resolved sooner or later after a bit of effort.

But for now, she wanted to switch topics to something new. Her task was to get the tomato sauce working.

Arrayed out on the desk in her room was a number of ruby red orbs. Tomatoes. Six of them. Six successes. She had deleted far more failures than she cared to count. After slicing the first open and finding its insides to be that nasty primordial goop, she was quite glad that she hadn’t simply bitten into it as she had been tempted to do.

Primordial goo didn’t seem to hurt her when she touched it, but there was no telling what would happen if she actually ate it.

Creating a fruit knife, Alyssa started slicing into the tomatoes. She moved on to the second one that she created. The moment she punctured the skin, sticky green goop started leaking. Although a tomatoes insides were often similar, this was obviously not what was supposed to be inside a tomato.

Alyssa destroyed it and the knife immediately.

The next tomato was much the same. Little more than a water balloon filled with primordial ooze.

The fourth tomato actually had flesh inside. And seeds. A partial success, though she supposed she hadn’t thoroughly investigated the first two for seeds. However, between the seeds and flesh was more primordial goop. Or maybe the tomato was just rotten. It was a bit hard to tell.

The fifth one was even harder to decide. It looked normal. It smelled normal. She still wasn’t willing to lick it, however. Just to be on the safe side. Instead, she destroyed it.

But before she could slice into the final tomato, someone knocked at her room door. Alyssa did a quick check through her soul sight, just in case—she really didn’t want to deal with Decorous or anyone else from the meeting—but found a familiar soul on the other side. Well, Decorous would have been familiar as well, but…

“Irulon?” Alyssa said, opening the door without further hesitation.

“Need you look so surprised? We are friends and companions, are we not?”

“You normally send a servant if you want to talk and I have to go all the way up to your room.”

“Ah. Yes. But today, Companion is… occupying my room for a variety of reasons.”

“Do I want to know?”

“I doubt it.”

“Mhmm…” Stepping aside, Alyssa allowed Irulon entry to her room. It was, as far as she could remember, the first time the princess actually came down to visit. As Alyssa had said, normally Tess or another servant fetched her.

Irulon took a moment to look around. Just a moment. The room wasn’t large. Basically just the bed and desk. Alyssa didn’t even have a bookshelf. She did stop and stare at the last remaining tomato. However, when she started to reach for it, Alyssa grabbed her hand.

“I don’t know that it is ready for consumption.”

“This is a tomato?”

“You know of them?” Alyssa asked, genuinely surprised. She wasn’t sure if tomatoes simply didn’t exist in Nod or if it was just this region, but nobody had actually tried a tomato outside Teneville as far as she knew. Though, that probably explained it. “Teneville,” she said before Irulon could comment. “They weren’t grown when we visited, were they?”

“They were. You abandoned the town immediately after the statue construction, or you would be aware of that.”

“Ah.” Alyssa shrugged. She had been a bit out of it at the time, knowing how much attention would have been on her. So she had gone home. Or to her house? Could it really be called her home at this point? Either way… “Then you’ve eaten one before?”

“Indeed. Quite a strange taste. Sweet yet somewhat sour, even a bit bitter. Hard to describe.”

“Then…” Pulling out another knife, Alyssa cut the tomato in two. It looked normal. But Irulon with her extreme powers of observation… “Does this look like what you ate?”

“You don’t know? It is fruit from your world, is it not?”

“It has been a long time since I had a tomato and I don’t have perfect memory.”

“Hm.” Irulon leaned forward, first visually inspecting the tomato and then even going so far as to smell it like she was some kind of hellhound. “It is normal as far as I can tell.”

That was about as good of a review as Alyssa was likely to receive. A part of her wanted to wait until she could talk to Tenebrael and get the angel’s opinion on whether or not these would be safe to eat… but…

Alyssa had told Tenebrael that she would be ready in a week. Calling her up now to have every step babysat would be… embarrassing. Beyond embarrassing. But with Irulon saying everything was fine with the tomato, Alyssa picked it up. She took a breath, staring just a moment before biting down into it.

It tasted… normal. The taste of tomatoes was hard to describe, as Irulon had said, but Alyssa had tasted enough in her life to know what the baseline should be. This certainly met that baseline. She didn’t detect any funny or out of place tastes to it either. It was a success.

A success for just the tomato.

Tomato sauce made for pizza had a whole bunch more stuff in it. Garlic, onion, salt, basil, red pepper, and a million other things. She could probably skip out on a lot of those things and still have something edible for an end product, but…

With creating a human body, it had gotten much easier once she got it the first time. Even the different organs, all of which were incredibly different in structure and form, came together almost naturally once she had created the first one. So, with a successful tomato, perhaps a red pepper wouldn’t be that difficult to create either. Then she could work on mixing it all together, creating the tomato paste all at once.

There were sure to be a number of failures. Even some failures that looked like successes, like some of those tomato attempts. It might be prudent to catch a few rats and make them eat some primordial goo just to see if it had any harmful effects when consumed. In fact… Alyssa made a mental note to send a Message to Fela as soon as Irulon left.

She still wasn’t quite sure how to cook something. Figuring out how to make water that was already hot had taken some effort. Alyssa imagined creating something cooked would be similar. With two days already having gone by since Tenebrael’s little challenge… she was starting to wonder if she had enough time to figure it all out.

Especially because, although Irulon was tasting the other half of the tomato now, it was doubtful that the princess had stopped by for a culinary chat.

“Was there something you stopped by for?” Alyssa asked, setting the tomato down.

Wiping up a bit of tomato juice near the corner of her mouth with the knuckle of her thumb, Irulon nodded. “Indeed. I had a thought. A way to simplify a mystic circle in motion, changing and altering the pattern as needed. I wished to run the idea past you to see if you could come up with any flaws or errors.”

“You wanted to run it by me? Me? I barely know anything about spell crafting.”

“It isn’t so much the spell crafting that I want your observations on, but the method I have chosen to use. It is something inspired by your world, after all.”

“Really?”

Reaching into the folds of her clothes, Irulon pulled out a small bronze box. One end had a protrusion with a thin glass lens. The other looked like a series of slots, all roughly the size of a spell card. She set it down on the desk—Alyssa quickly destroyed the remnants of the tomatoes to keep the surface clean—and pulled out a series of spell cards. Most looked basically the same. She was pretty sure a few of them were the same as each other.

“The general goal with this is to create many small changes that will propagate out into larger changes. I found this easiest to accomplish by creating a card with the initial form of the spell and a second card with the end result. Then I draw out step-by-step changes that would be required to get from the first card to the last card.” As Irulon spoke, she slotted the cards into the box’s slots one by one. Now that Alyssa was actually looking, they were all different. Barely. There were fifteen slots and fifteen cards. “It is a time consuming process, but it shows promise in these early tests. Best of all, it does not consume the cards as a regular spell casting does. The box itself contains etchings that read each card and display the result via this lens, drawing it out using focused beams of light. This is the main point of inspiration. Both the way the spell is animated as well as the drawing device.”

“You’ve… made a magical projector?”

“Ah. I suppose that would be a good term for it.”

“We have similar devices that convert electrical signals into light. You should probably ask Jason if you want a more in-depth dissertation on how they work.”

“Hm. I’ll make a note. But this was modeled after those green lights that were in the… music video, you called it.”

“Oh, this is more of a laser show then?”

“Why don’t I just turn it on and you can see the result without me having to explain.”

Taking out another spell card, Irulon slotted it into a side panel that folded out. “This is the only card I have to redraw with this system,” she said as she closed the panel. There was a small hole that Alyssa hadn’t noticed before the card was in—the metal box was all the same bronze material and the panel was thin enough that it didn’t make a big divot. “I have to keep my finger on it, then… Moving Light.”

The lens came to life. Irulon likening it to a laser pointer had definitely been accurate. It looked like it came straight from a concert. Though concerts tended to use green laser pointers. Sometimes blue. Given Tenebrael’s usual color, Alyssa would have expected for the beam to be black, somehow, but it wasn’t. It was a brilliant pure white. Not quite a laser, but more like a really powerful light shining in a specific pattern.

The pattern shining on the wall was the same that Alyssa had seen on the cards earlier. All the cards. It seemed to switch between them fast enough that it looked like a smooth animation. A lot smoother than she would have expected from the fact that it was projecting individual cards. It was simple. Basically just some of the symbols of the mystic circle spinning. A far cry from when Alyssa actually used divine magic to manifest miracles. But much closer than static cards.

“Drawbacks:” Irulon said after watching the looping animation for a minute. “It must have a wall to project onto. This makes the device incompatible with fieldwork. Secondly, it is extremely limited as it is. This is one of the more complex animations that I have created. Pushing the box’s limits even with just this. It can theoretically be scaled up to an unlimited number of spell cards, but as cards occupy a physical space, it will become quite a large device if I wish to replicate even the most basic of your creation miracles. Lastly… it is inconsistent.”

“Inconsistent? As in spell casting-wise? I thought you needed special ink and… wait, you can cast an animated spell circle like that?” The former might be surprising to someone who worked at the Observatorium, but the latter would surprise anyone, Alyssa assumed.

“Not right.”

“Not right? Which part?”

As Alyssa asked, Irulon started removing the cards from the back of the device. One by one, she removed them all, setting them to the side. The animation on the wall became far more choppy with it snapping from the last image to one of the ones part way through. But that wasn’t a concern soon enough. Irulon left the final card right at the very bottom of the device. With that one still in place, she stepped to the side, moving to reach her hand to the wall. She rested her fingers on the brick, hovering just above where she would start to cast shadows on the pattern.

“Window Jall,” she said.

The wall exploded in a smattering of glass shards. Each unfolded from the last, leaving no seams at the folds. The facets continued to spread across the wall like a flower blooming. It stopped with the smooth mirrored surface covered a two-foot diameter circle. There was a brief moment where Alyssa could see herself, the little box, Irulon, and the rest of her room.

It was quickly replaced by a view of Earth. And it was definitely Earth. She could see Australia, Indonesia, the Philippines, China, India, and maybe a sliver of Africa over on the side. The view was from somewhere out in space, like what a satellite might be able to photograph. Half was the night-side of the planet too, which meant that she could see all the electric lights of modern civilization highlighting cities and the veins of society.

“Interesting,” Irulon said with a hum. “Haven’t seen this perspective before. Nine times out of ten, we get either pure darkness—presumably somewhere beneath the surface of the oceans—or a view of endless water. This is the first time I’ve seen the view from this far away from the surface. I’ll have to call Companion down. She’ll want to see this with her own eyes.”

“It’s beautiful… How long will it last?”

“Not long. Spells cast in this manner tend to be… unstable. It is extremely useful in that I don’t have to draw out a complicated card every time I want to do this—the light spell is far simpler than this window spell—but I am working to make it last longer.”

“That’s… too bad.” Having a little porthole back home would have been nice to keep around. Especially with the current view. An empty ocean might have been neat, but couldn’t compare to a view from space. Although… Alyssa thought, stomach feeling a little tingly all of a sudden. It was a bit too high to trigger any fear of heights, paradoxically enough, but there was another concern. “When you said unstable… this isn’t going to collapse and create a portal or anything, is it? Because there is nothing on the other side of that window. If it breaks, all the air here will be sucked in. Us along with it.”

“That would be extremely improbable. All other tests have simply faded away as the magic in the spell wanes.”

“Good.” Alyssa let out a small breath. A little more relaxed, she got a little closer, peering through the porthole. “I wonder if you can see the space station at all…” The perspective was probably too far away. Pictures she had seen from the space station all looked much closer to Earth. You couldn’t even see the entire planet in any of them, unlike the view right now.

“Space station?”

“Scientists from my world launched rockets up into space and built a small building up there, just floating like the moon.” Alyssa wasn’t sure how much Irulon knew about space—or anyone from this world knew, for that matter. She was a little surprised that Irulon didn’t seem surprised to find a spherical planet. The view seemed locked in place. As such, it was obviously rotating. Irulon was attentive enough that she wouldn’t have missed that.

Then again, she was pretty sure that ancient Greeks and Romans had figured out the Earth was round back at the dawn of history, so maybe something similar had occurred here.

“I’ll show you a few things on my phone later,” Alyssa said, wondering what Irulon might think about the space station. “First… why Jall? What does that mean?”

“Nonsense. I simply haven’t refined the spell yet. Its activation phrase will eventually be Window Earth, or something close to that.”

“And all these cards?” Alyssa said, waving to the fourteen spell cards that had been pulled from the box.

“Simply created for proof of concept of an animated spell. None of them will function properly due to the minor differences from the original.”

“Ah… so you haven’t actually cast an animated spell yet?”

“None exist,” Irulon said. She rotated the box to face the wall and reinserted the spell cards. She had to pull out a fresh light spell to get it running again—apparently the activation of the projected spell shut off the light. “This is an entirely new branch of casting spells. I truly do not know if it will work at all. However, just this much is already enough to get my name in history books. Imagine the effort it will save if I can further reduce the complexity of the light spell. It won’t be useful in combat, but it will save so much time in more domestic tasks.”

“You aren’t satisfied with just that, are you.” It wasn’t really a question. Alyssa knew the answer even before Irulon put on a wide grin.

“Of course not.”

Alyssa nodded. No. Irulon was ambition personified. If she wasn’t known as the greatest arcanist of all time, why even bother? Alyssa had different goals, but now… seeing Irulon excited and engaged in her new form of spell casting…

A pizza might not sound as glamorous as a revolution in understanding magic, but Tenebrael would be expecting a pizza nonetheless. And after she had proved to Tenebrael that she could do the work and could work the magic, her own future might be far more within her grasp than it seemed.

She had a lot of work to do.

            

    
        045.006 Remain Calm - Fully Prepared

    
    
    
    
                “Alyssa Meadows. Are you prepared?”

Staring at the haughty form of Tenebrael, Alyssa had to frown. “This conversation again?”

“Conversation?”

“Are you prepared to make yourself prepared? That whole thing? We did that last time.”

“Yes.” Tenebrael said with a knowing nod of her head. “I recall. But now the context has changed. I am not asking if you are prepared to make preparations. I am asking if you have prepared yourself and are prepared to demonstrate said preparations.”

Alyssa had definitely made preparations. She was a little sleep deprived. The last two days had been mostly cram studying from the moment she got up until the moment she passed out. Kasita, Irulon, Fela, Brakkt, and Companion all stopped by, wanting something or other. Alyssa shooed every single one of them away without even hearing them out. Unless the palace was burning down or gaunts were outside her door, she didn’t want any visitors. Except the occasional servant bringing food.

Though, should she need to sequester herself in the future, she wasn’t sure that she would need servants to bring food.

It was likely unnecessary, but she had taken some time to clear out her room of any extraneous objects. Both her bed and her desk were shoved into the corner, leaving a large empty space in the middle of the room. Or it had been empty before she had created the rugged metal table that now stood ready to show off all of Alyssa’s accomplishments. The table was currently clean and unadorned with anything, just the stainless steel she had crafted it from.

Tenebrael floated on the other side of the table, hovering in something resembling a sitting position, as if she were a judge on her courtroom’s bench. Alyssa stood opposite from her, staring over the top of the table. She had no chair near her, though she supposed the bed wasn’t that far away if she needed to sit for whatever reason.

But for now…

“Last week, you asked for a pizza.”

“That is correct.”

“And you still want one?”

“I merely wish for you to conquer your fear.”

Alyssa crossed her arms, glaring a little. “I’m not afraid. It wasn’t a fear issue.” Putting her palms down on the table, she looked Tenebrael directly in the eyes. Without even looking down, a red and white picnic-style tablecloth spread across the table, draping over each side. A wooden chair popped into existence right behind Tenebrael.

Having practiced gravity manipulation to quite an extent recently, it was a simple matter to pull the chair toward her, forcing Tenebrael down into it. Though it probably wasn’t that big of a force. Tenebrael could surely have ignored if it she had wished. But it was nice that Tenebrael was humoring her for now.

“Welcome to Meadows’ Pizzeria. You want pizza? We got pizza. What kind of pizza? All kinds of pizza! We got cheese pizza, Japanese pizza, a trees pizza, or a peas pizza, how about a keys pizza? Flees pizza? And our special for today is a skis pizza.”

“Skis?”

“Served only after dragging you up a mountain, strapping wood to your feet, and shoving you back down!”

“Are you… alright, Alyssa? Was this too stressful of a task?”

Narrowing her eyes, Alyssa glared at the angel. Some people were just so uncultured. Shaking her head, she spread her hands over the table.

“Fine. Something more custom? We offer personalized pizzas. Name your pizza. Whatever you want. Canadian bacon? Sausage? Pepperoni?” She waved a hand, creating several full sausages, each of the type she named. “Vegetables?” Green onions, peppers, a zucchini joined the sausages. “Pineapple? You monster,” she said as an entire pineapple plopped down on top of all the rest. “Large, medium, or small?” Three full pizzas appeared on top of a cardboard platter. One vegetable, one barbecue chicken, and one a meat-lovers. All three were cooked already, releasing their enticing aroma into the room. “Or maybe you would prefer take-and-bake?” A personal pizza joined the others, this one uncooked but ready to go into an oven. “You want buffalo wings with that?” A box of the spiciest wings appeared on the side. “How about a diet coke? Lime or vanilla?” For a bit of flourish, the two glasses did not appear prefilled. The glasses were chilled with frost coating their sides, as if taken directly from a freezer. Dark liquid flowed from her fingertips, filling each glass.

It wasn’t exactly the brand name’s version of the cola. She hadn’t been able to find a real recipe or even all the ingredients. It was all some big company secret. Rather, this was a close approximation that she had found on the internet. The taste was perfect as far as Alyssa could tell—maybe the magic had filled in the blanks and created what she wanted instead of what she read about—but it had been years since she last drank a real one, so her memory was a bit shoddy. She had completely stopped drinking soda shortly after high school.

Still, she thought her presentation was quite impressive, if she did say so herself. She planned on doing the same thing for her friends later on… after double-checking with Tenebrael that everything was fine and safe to eat. She had been taking little nibbles during her experimentation and it all seemed fine, but she would prefer confirmation from someone more experienced before she went all out in consuming what she created.

With the smorgasbord in front of her, she spread her arms wide and glared a dare for Tenebrael to say that anything was inadequate.

The angel didn’t say anything. Not right away. She looked over the entire table a few times. After a moment longer, she reached out and started inspecting the various foods. With the pineapple, she created a little blade with the tip of her little finger that looked rather like a miniature lightsaber. She sliced the top off, letting her look down inside the fruit. She did something similar with the sausages, inspecting each of them.

Alyssa had to wonder how much of her inspections were just for show. Angels were not omniscient, but surely Tenebrael could simply know whether they were the real things or not.

“Impressive,” Tenebrael eventually said, once she was finished looking everything over. “I’ve only one complaint.”

Crossing her arms once more, shifting her weight to a more aggressive stance, Alyssa glowered. “Oh yeah? And what is that?”

“No anchovies?”

Alyssa’s glower turned to a disgusted grimace. “That’s horrible. Worse than pineapple.”

“I mentioned this little challenge to Iosefael during the week. She likes to watch humans, so I would assume that she knows what she is talking about when she tells me that lots of humans on Earth enjoy anchovies.”

“Yeah, well, lots of humans on Earth should be committed to sanatoriums.”

“Mhm… So? Make me an anchovy pizza. Can you?”

Pressing her lips together, Alyssa slowly shook her head. “No. I can try, but it will probably end as primordial goo. I haven’t looked up fish at all.” The fact that people sometimes put fish on pizza completely slipped her mind during her week of research and experimentation. “But asking me to create one wasn’t the point of the test. The point was to see if I could create foods. I have.”

“That was not the point. Or at least not the whole point. We are attempting to ensure that your body is used to divine power coursing through it on a far more natural level than the current state of affairs. All in preparation for using the far more direct power of the Throne. Part of that is expanding on your already adequate skills. Being able to create food is, indeed, a moderate step forward. Actually, it is more impressive that you’ve managed to cook some of these,” Tenebrael said with a glance at the three still hot pizzas. “It would be good to continue expanding this ability, of course. Anything you try to create that turns into a primordial substance should be prioritized. Obviously avoid anything dangerous, such as toxic gas…”

“Yeah. That reminds me. Is primordial goop toxic? I was quite nervous about trying any of my food for fear that some of it was that ooze, but eventually decided that my creations were good enough.”

Tenebrael gave a melodious chuckle. “They certainly seem good now, though I doubt I could consume any of it. As for your question… I am unsure. There isn’t really precedent.” Holding out a hand, she created a bowl of the far more pure version of the greenish ooze. “It really only exists at the very edge of the universe.”

“The literal universe?” Alyssa had to ask.

“Indeed. I believe Earth’s scientists have decided that the universe is ever expanding. A sort of stretching out of everything in existence. Or scaling, rather than stretching. Unfortunately, they cannot witness the full beauty of the universe. Limited by what they can observe, which does not account for everything. They cannot see the weavings of the Throne or the primordial edge of the universe as it grows and expands, not in scale but in pure size.”

Glowering at the bowl of green-hued ooze, Alyssa scowled. “Are you trying to tell me that this is dark matter?” The subject had come up during her research, though she hadn’t read too in depth on it. Mostly just the initial few paragraphs of its wiki entry. But those initial paragraphs were good summaries. Ones that let her know a few facts about what she now suspected this substance was. Except there was a problem. “You aren’t supposed to be able to see dark matter.”

Tenebrael just shrugged. “I only know what I hear from Iosefael.”

“You two chat about dark matter often?”

“The subject of Earth’s understanding of the universe came up during our chat this week.”

Alyssa gave the angel a flat look. “The same chat that involved anchovies?”

“That’s the one,” Tenebrael said like she was pleased that her point was getting across. “As for whether or not this would hurt you… I don’t think it would hurt anything, but it might not be pleasant… ah… passing through. I wouldn’t consume much, were I you.”

“You could have just said that in the first place.”

“Are you not seeking a greater understanding of everything?”

Alyssa opened her mouth, hesitated, then clamped it shut. “Fine. You might have a point. Though I don’t feel like I understand anything better. If anything, I’m more confused.”

“I can’t imagine,” Tenebrael said with a peaceful smile. “But I didn’t exactly come today with discussing reality on my list of things to do. Rather, I have this for you.”

After setting the bowl of primordial goo down near the pizza, she reached a hand over her shoulder and into the feathers of her wings. She pulled out a little glass orb. A crystal ball, much like the one that Alyssa had created in her earliest attempt at crafting anything, back when Tenebrael had left her in a moment of stopped time. It wasn’t quite the right size, being about twice the size of a baseball, but it was similar. She held it out and Alyssa accepted it with a raised eyebrow.

“What’s this for? I could have made a glass ball myself, you know.”

“It isn’t exactly glass. Rather, it is something that should react with various amounts of divine energy. That reaction should… return the energy to you.”

“I don’t… What do you mean, return energy to me? I can store some for later like a battery?” That didn’t seem like it would have much use. No matter how much Alyssa used Tenebrael’s power, it never felt weaker or stronger. It just was. She supposed that she didn’t know how much she could use at once and maybe a battery would help with that if she discovered a limit, but…

“Not quite. This might be somewhat painful, even. But it is necessary if you wish to accomplish your goal.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together, glancing down at the orb. After a moment, she nodded, waiting to hear more.

“It is well and good that you are using the divine power. I want you to keep doing as you are doing, crafting whatever comes to mind and otherwise experimenting with the power. Simply using it is helping your body grow accustomed. But this will take the power and divert it back to you in slightly randomized ways every time. Think of it like… gaining a resistance to poison through ingesting small doses, skin darkening due to sun exposure, or hands gaining calluses after repeated working.”

“None of that sounds good. Tanning causes cancer and I got a mild infection from a callus once. Drinking poison is obviously bad.”

“Indeed.” Tenebrael’s face was completely serious as she stared at Alyssa with her glowing eyes. “I don’t imagine this will be deadly, but it should not be taken lightly either. I want you to pour just a little divinity into it, which it will then shoot back to you. Just a tiny amount, especially at first. Over the course of this week, I want you to slowly ramp it up. I would recommend… one hour a day seated in front of this. No less than twenty times during the course of the hour. No more than forty. And I want you to do one right now, just so that we both know it works properly and won’t kill you.”

“And if it does kill me before you can save me? You’ll eat me?”

“Of course!” Tenebrael said with too-bright of a smile.

Alyssa sighed. She had expected that, but… well… Waving a hand over the table, Alyssa destroyed all food and related products on the table, leaving nothing but the smooth metal surface and the crystal ball. She dragged a chair over and took a seat. Tenebrael, still on the opposite side of the table, lowered herself enough to keep just barely above eye level.

It was a bit interesting. Lately, Tenebrael had been far more… down to Earth. Or Nod, as the case was. When Alyssa first met Tenebrael, she was always haughty, always keeping a superior air about her. Every time she appeared, she would invariably appear high up, forcing Alyssa to crane her neck upward. Even while simply talking, she would still generally be at least a few inches up off the ground.

Nowadays, she was far more likely to appear at ground level. Or even sitting, as the case had been during the pizza presentation. She still appeared behind Alyssa, always out of sight, but Alyssa didn’t have to search the skies if she spotted a black feather. And, just as she did now, she usually tried to keep her eyes at least roughly level with Alyssa. It was a small courtesy, one that Alyssa might not have noticed were it not for their frequent and regular meetings. Even the way Tenebrael talked now was different from before. She was far less of the ‘I am the supreme god of this world, bow to me and lick my feet,’ and instead far more… casual. For lack of a better word.

Thinking back, she couldn’t quite remember when it started. When Tenebrael had changed how she acted. Alyssa wanted to say that it was around the time Tenebrael first started wearing that glove over one of her hands, right after she proclaimed victory over the Astral Authority. Alyssa hadn’t asked about the glove or the shift in mannerisms. For the former, she could make some assumptions. The only reason Alyssa could imagine that Tenebrael would hide something was because it was likely an injury of some sort. Which fit well with the timeline of the fight with the Astral Authority. Tenebrael hadn’t ever bothered to explain, so she hadn’t asked.

As for the mannerisms, Alyssa imagined that Tenebrael had gotten at least partially over herself. Or maybe she simply realized that there was no reason to keep up her act in front of Alyssa, who really didn’t care for all that nonsense. At the same time, Alyssa was a little afraid to comment on Tenebrael’s more pleasant mannerisms, fearing that pointing it out might get Tenebrael to revert out of embarrassment.

So she simply looked to the glass orb. “Alright. Walk me through this.”

“There isn’t much to walk through.” Pointing a finger, Tenebrael made a little poking motion. “Just make a little light, just like you do when you were trying to replicate the light from my halo, except inside the ball. All it should take is a very small amount.”

Holding her hand to the side, well away from the orb, Alyssa snapped her fingers, creating a momentary flash of light. “About like that?”

“Maybe a little less, if you can manage.”

“In terms of intensity or how long it lasted?”

“Both.”

“Right.” Alyssa tried a few more practice rounds, making the room look like a strobe light was sitting off to the side. Every single time, Tenebrael made a motion with her fingers, pinching her fingers closer and closer together. Eventually, Tenebrael gave her a hesitant nod.

The hesitancy gave Alyssa a tingly feeling in her stomach, but she really wasn’t sure that she could go much smaller. She wasn’t even sure that the last five attempts had been all that different from each other. After trying a few extra times, just in case, without any notable change in intensity, Alyssa placed her hand on the orb.

She took a breath…

And flashed a light…

Everything went dark.

            

    
        045.007 Remain Calm - Near-Death Experience

    
    
    
    
                Over the course of Alyssa’s life, she had occasionally experienced brief instances where she felt a sudden moment of clarity. Flashes of insight into a problem or moments of inspiration for a project. They were always fleeting. Most of the time, the moment had passed and her only memory of the clarity was vague wisps on the edges of her thoughts. Sometimes, she would remember small aspects of the clarity, only to realize that it was all nonsense.

My essay can be on… wait, what was I thinking about?

What a great idea! Tomorrow, I’ll head down to the local farmer’s market and… Hmm… I don’t actually want to get a pet pig now that I think about it.

Of course, it’s all so simple. No. Wait. That makes no sense at all.

What was I thinking when that popped into my head.

After a meandering break-room discussion at work one day concerning the topic of dreams and how her coworkers sometimes felt the same way, Alyssa assumed that it was something that happened to everyone. Usually, they were brought about by a sleep-deprived haze or other impaired states. Most people didn’t pay them any attention, nor did they spare them any additional thought. Which was true for Alyssa as well.

But now, with a splitting headache and swimming vision, Alyssa felt a sudden moment of clarity

Every aspect of the universe was suddenly so simply. The problems she had been having with creating food seemed so distant. If she wanted, she could create a real living fish right now. The issue was so simple in retrospect. And it wasn’t just the fish. The world. Planetary motions. The universe. The cosmic scale of everything was brought down to the size of a pinprick that she could simply look at and understand.

“Alyssa?”

Even the Throne itself, its weavings and tapestries of reality, were part of that pinprick. The Endless Expanse. The role of the angels. Life itself. She knew everything. She knew where she was, what she was doing, and what she was going to do.

“Alyssa!”

Blinking her eyes open, Alyssa found herself slumped against the stone wall of her chambers. The back of her head ached with a throb. Her muscles all burned in a familiar way, except dialed up to ten. It felt as if she had been doing a full workout regimen non-stop for the past twenty hours with no breaks. And no water. Her mouth and throat were dry enough that just breathing felt like someone was rubbing sandpaper over her tongue and down the back of her throat.

“Alyssa? Are you alright?”

Tenebrael hovered over her. The concern riddling her face looked unnatural. It wasn’t an expression that should be on an angel’s face. Yet there she was, reaching out with her ungloved hand to rest it on Alyssa’s shoulder.

Ice coated Alyssa for just an instant. The aches and burning and throbbing stopped the moment the coolness washed over her body. Soon enough, the ice washed away as well, replaced with a bit of an uncomfortable warmth, but it was probably just the regular temperature of the room feeling hot because of the recent chill.

The chair she had been sitting in, a wooden one that had been in the room before Alyssa started using it, was no more. In its place were splinters and fractured timber. The metal table had a large divot in it, about a third of the total size of the crystal ball Tenebrael had produced. The crystal ball itself looked flawless, though part of it was hidden from sight due to the angle from the ground and that divot, but Alyssa doubted that something Tenebrael had created herself would be damaged all that easily.

On the other hand… Alyssa glanced behind her to find a cartoonish imprint of herself in the brick wall. It wasn’t a complete imprint. More like three distinct epicenters where the brick had sprouted fractures. One right where her head would have hit and another two roughly where her shoulders were. To have cracked brick… she had to have been blasted back from the crystal ball with a decent force. She was surprised the brick had cracked and not her skull…

Unless… she slowly looked back to Tenebrael.

“I’m… alive. Right?”

Tenebrael let out a sigh. An actual sigh of relief. Not just miming it or acting like she was worried. That was definitely a real sigh.

Alyssa shuddered.

“You are alive. Are you hurt at all?”

“I don’t think so… I feel fine. At least right now.”

“Good,” Tenebrael said. Although she was clearly trying to act normal, her voice was a little stiff. “Good,” she said again.

“Was I not alright a few moments ago?”

Tenebrael winced a little. “I cannot lie. You were not in a healthy state.”

Feeling back behind her head, Alyssa wasn’t surprised to find nothing there. No blood or pain. Not even a tiny bump. Tenebrael must have healed her. “How long was I out?”

“A few seconds. It has only been a minute since you were thrown back. Most of that minute has been these last few moments while we have been talking.”

“I see…” Alyssa’s eyes widened. “And I saw too. I…”

Blinking, Alyssa tried to remember.

But it was gone.

She knew that she had suddenly experienced a moment of clarity. That moment was gone. And with its passing, whatever it was that she had learned vanished as well. Alyssa tried to think, she even closed her eyes to shut out the rest of the world. Her mind went completely blank. So blank that she couldn’t even hear herself thinking.

“Alyssa?”

Eyes slowly opening, Alyssa stared at Tenebrael. “I can’t remember.”

“Remember what?”

“I… don’t know.” As she spoke, Alyssa’s eyes drifted away from Tenebrael’s concerned expression. They slid down her arm until she locked onto that crystal ball once again. If she tried it again…

Apparently seeing where her gaze had gone, Tenebrael shifted, floating to the side to obstruct the view of the orb. “I know I said several times a day, but… why don’t we not do that. Once every few days for now. And only while I’m here.”

That was not what Alyssa wanted to hear. Sure, it was nice that Tenebrael was showing real concern for her, but there was something there. Something to be learned. The entire universe had unfolded in front of her. For one second, she knew everything. Even now, unable to remember anything, she could still remember the feeling. That enlightenment. If she could just try it again, this time knowing what she was getting into so that she might firmly grasp whatever it was that she knew she saw…

Tenebrael’s power—the Throne’s power—worked better with greater understanding.

Alyssa didn’t know what exactly that would mean. But if she could understand existence even a fraction of a percent better, it would surely make a difference.

The only reason she wasn’t shoving Tenebrael aside was the very clearly near-death experience that she had just suffered and emerged from miraculously unharmed. Miraculous in a very literal sense of the word, she assumed. And also the thought that it hadn’t been the orb or its redirection of power into her that caused that clarity, but the near-death experience itself. Her whole goal was to keep herself out of the angel’s hands. Killing herself attempting to avoid that would be exactly what she didn’t want.

The near-death portion of the exercise could be mitigated with relative ease. Just thinking about it for a moment, the first step would obviously be to change locations to somewhere that didn’t have a brick wall for her to crash into. The second step would be to replace the ground with something that she could hit without harming herself. A pad, a pool of water, or one of those giant bags of air that they used when filming high falls for movies. Even a harness with some wires that might slow her flight through the air would work, though would also require significantly more engineering work than a simple nylon bag of air.

She had a brief thought about heading to the moon or just out in the middle of space. There would be absolutely nothing to crash into out there and she could likely propel herself with her ability to create whatever she wanted. But then she would have to figure out how to make a space suit or just keep air around her in at a normal pressure level and that sounded like it would take a fair amount of research.

But a bag of air would still likely be enough. She hadn’t flown through the brick wall, so she couldn’t have been thrown around with that much force…

Actually…

There was no reason to not try again right away. Taking precautions would save her from splitting her head open. Then she would be able to tell whether it was the orb and its feedback or if it was a near-death experience. Regardless of that outcome, Alyssa would likely be able to continue with their original plan of training with the orb several times a day.

“Let’s do it again.”

“Alyssa…”

“No. It will be fine. Take me out to a big empty field. We can put up airbags all over the place to catch me if I go flying again. And… let’s just try one more time.”

“Your head is clearly still rattled.” Tenebrael spoke with hefty admonishment.

“Probably a little,” Alyssa admitted with a nod of her head. It didn’t hurt, but she was still lying on the floor where she had woken up. If she were completely normal, she probably would have stood by now.

So she did. She got to her feet with the aid of Tenebrael’s proffered hand. There was a hint of instability to her balance, but that went away soon enough. It was probably just the blood rushing out of her head at the sudden rise. That would explain the momentary tunnel vision as well.

“You really should not exert yourself right now.”

“You healed me, right?” Taking a deep breath, Alyssa experimentally arched her back in a quick stretch. No pain. Not even a little ache. “I’m fine, I think.”

“How about tomorrow? Take the rest of the night to relax. Eat some pizza. Taste a bit of that primordial essence if you were curious. And—”

“No. One more try. We’ll take precautions, but I want to do it once more. Just to put my mind at ease. As I am now, I don’t think I would be able to relax.”

Tenebrael stared a moment, then closed her eyes, nodding her head slowly as she did so. “If you insist. But I will be sure to mock you for the rest of eternity if you make me consume your soul.”

Alyssa offered a mild glare, but eventually shrugged. “I’m not going to die. If you can put me back together after splattering against a brick wall, you can fix a few bruises that I might have after landing in an airbag.”

Shaking her head, Tenebrael turned away. She grabbed the glass orb, slipped it back into the feathers of her wings, and finally turned to Alyssa once more. With one hand on Alyssa’s shoulder, the angel quickly swept her up into a bridal carry.

Which sent Alyssa’s stomach plummeting to the floor.

“No! Teleport. No flying!”

It was too late. The glass window shattered just instants before Alyssa and Tenebrael passed through it. With her arms wrapped tightly around Tenebrael’s shoulders and her face tucked into the cranny of her neck, Alyssa had a clear view of the glass reforming behind Tenebrael. But she barely spared it a thought. She was too busy crying out as the massive palace shrank into the distance.

They flew southward faster than Alyssa thought her body could take. She could feel the wind slamming into her back, pinning her against Tenebrael. At the same time, the wind was coming at an angle that made her feel like she was going to go flying right out of Tenebrael’s arms. If either of them shifted their weight, adjusted their grip, or even turned their heads, Alyssa thought she would be done for.

It wasn’t the first time that Tenebrael had taken her flying. She knew in her mind that Tenebrael could carry her without issue. But her nerves didn’t quite get the message. Especially with Tenebrael taking her further and further away from the palace. Alyssa could hardly even see it at this point. The mountains to the south were growing larger and larger.

We’re heading to Teneville?

Alyssa didn’t know what was wrong with some empty field next to Lyria, but the more they flew, the more clear it was that their destination was what Alyssa suspected. Sure enough, they quickly reached and passed the mountains that normally took three days to walk through. They flew over the village and the still-standing statue of Tenebrael, slowing just after.

Plunging from high in the sky, Tenebrael stopped them both just outside the back porch of Alyssa’s home.

Alyssa wanted to shout at the stupid angel, but was too busy catching her breath and enjoying the feeling of solid ground beneath her feet. It took a few minutes, but she eventually managed to get her heart rate under control.

“If you’re trying to scare me out of doing this, you’re wrong,” Alyssa said, trying to not show how much her fingers were shaking, even though Tenebrael could and would notice without much effort. “And there was a portal right there!” she shouted, pointing just a few feet away. The first shimmering oval that Alyssa created, the tunnel connecting the copy of her house in this world to the palace stables, was looking awfully lonely as it sat there. Unused.

“Just moving somewhere a little more private. This area already has an exclusion zone around it. To most other people, this area doesn’t exist. They’ll try to avoid it. Even if they can’t avoid it, they’ll pass through in a daze and not remember much afterward.” The stupid angel completely ignored the portal. Alyssa might have thought that she looked over it because of some rule of hers… except for the slight scoff she gave as she glanced in that direction.

“Irulon and Brakkt both visited, along with several others.”

“You let them in. When I brought you here, I gave you just a little authority over the area. Which was enough to bring others in, it seemed.”

“You gave me… the ‘exclusion zone’ existed before I arrived?”

“It did,” Tenebrael said with a nod. “This place is a favorite of mine. I cordoned it off long ago, just to preserve it for myself.”

“Mhm… Is that allowed in your rules?”

“Don’t you wonder where the Garden of Eden went?”

“I have literally never once thought about it.”

“Oh.” Tenebrael seemed a little disappointed for a moment, but shrugged after a few moments. “Are you sure you want to try this again?”

Taking a deep breath, Alyssa gave a confident, “Yes.”

“And you wanted some… protections?”

“A large nylon bag filled with air. Lots of them, or maybe just one giant one in the shape of a donut. Or something similar. I can make it myself, but you might be a little faster at it.”

Nodding, Tenebrael drifted away with a gesture for Alyssa to follow. They didn’t go far. Just a distance away from the house and the lakeside. Above the ground, almost directly overhead, Tenebrael enacted a miracle. The mystic circle formed from the tips of her fingers.

But nothing actually changed.

Alyssa crossed her arms, staring as Tenebrael lowered herself down. “Something wrong?” Alyssa asked once she was lower than shouting distance. “Need me to do it?”

“No need. I understood your intention and created an alternate solution. Try returning to your home.”

Raising an eyebrow, Alyssa started walking back… only to run into a… something. It wasn’t a wall, she could still move forward, but it was weird. Not quite like walking through water, but somewhat similar. It was like her body wanted to not continue forward even as she used her muscles to walk.

“Thicker air?” she asked, wondering if Tenebrael had thought the same thing she had earlier. She could certainly still breathe in it… hopefully she was getting enough oxygen. Tenebrael wouldn’t have let her asphyxiate though, so it was probably fine.

But Tenebrael shook her head. “I messed with the concept of inertia.” Conjuring a small pebble, Tenebrael tossed it.

The stone arced as normal right up until it hit the strange field that Alyssa was standing in. It continued on, but visibly slowed. The arc stopped almost immediately, continuing in a straight line until it just stopped. Right in the middle of the air.

Moving a little, finding it much easier to keep moving if she just constantly forced herself to walk, Alyssa reached out and tried to grab it out of the air. Tried. It was locked in the air. It was a smooth stone, so there weren’t sharp edges, but it would probably have sliced her palm open if it were a even a little shaper. It did start moving eventually, but took about as much effort as it took to lift a forty pound dumbbell.

“Satisfied?”

“It seems mostly fine. I’m surprised I can even walk in this though. I feel like I shouldn’t be able to put my foot down without my other foot coming off the ground.”

“If you went in a little further, that would be true. The more you enter, the more the effects of inertia are changed.”

“As long as slamming into it doesn’t break my neck, I think it will work.”

Reaching behind her back, Tenebrael pulled out the crystal orb. This time, she placed it on a marble column that she summoned up. “If you are sure about this, then I won’t stop you. In addition, I’ll need to be leaving shortly to perform my usual duties. This will be your last attempt for now.”

“As long as you’ll be here long enough to let me out of your inertia field, I’m ready.”

“Alright. Hand on the orb. Maybe put in a little less than last time, if at all possible.”

Taking a deep breath, Alyssa did as instructed.

White hot pain coursed through her body, but no secrets of the universe crossed her mind.

It wasn’t the orb itself that caused whatever it was that she had seen… that she had understood.

As the pain slowly faded from her nearly frozen but unharmed body, Alyssa couldn’t help but give a mental shudder at the thought of trying to see that again.

            

    
        045.008 Remain Calm - Warning: Hostile Intrusion Event Detected; Moving to Investigate

    
    
    
    
                Kasita lounged around, relaxing on the bed in Alyssa’s room. So far, she hadn’t said much, but she was watching Alyssa with the eyes of an eagle. When Alyssa paced to the left, Kasita’s head slowly followed her. When she lifted an arm, Kasita’s eyes went up with it. It was a bit uncomfortable, really. Alyssa was finding it difficult to concentrate.

And her current task did require some small amount of concentration.

Every time Alyssa practiced with Tenebrael’s crystal orb, she got hurt. It wasn’t a long-lasting pain. And she was pretty sure that Tenebrael was not healing her afterward. At least not anymore. She had yet to repeat anything like the first time that she had used the orb. It was just pain. Weird pain.

She could feel something different about herself. Her body hadn’t changed. She hadn’t put on weight or lost muscle mass. True, she hadn’t weighed herself since arriving at Nod, but Alyssa was aware enough of her own body to know that there hadn’t been a significant change in that regard. The difference was something more… internal. More of a feeling. She was trying to figure out what that feeling was.

Which took a lot of internal reflection that Kasita’s constant staring was not assisting with.

Still, there was one specific thing that she could pinpoint as being different. She hadn’t noticed at first, but looking around…

She no longer had to close her eyes and concentrate to see souls. It was a subtle thing. She had barely noticed when she first… noticed. Perhaps because it wasn’t so much a sense of sight that was keying her into the nearby souls. It was more of a gut feeling. Another sensory organ that could be used specifically with soul observation. She could still close her eyes and view souls the same way she had before, but this way felt more… natural.

There was something more, but she was having trouble putting her finger on just what it was.

“Well?” Alyssa asked, looking back to Kasita. “Notice anything different about me?”

“Uh… you… started wearing a bit of Irulon’s eyeshadow? To entice Brakkt?”

“That isn’t true and you know it.”

“Which part?”

“Both. First of all, I can make my own makeup if I was really that concerned. I don’t need to plunder Irulon’s supply. Second of all, I don’t need to entice Brakkt.”

“Because he is already enticed?”

Alyssa let out a long sigh. “So you don’t notice any physical changes in me?” That was the main reason Kasita was here. Just to double check. Kasita, with her innate awareness of the world around her, would presumably be able to tell such things rather easily.

“Should I notice something?”

“No… at least not physically. I was just double checking. But what about less… physically?”

“Less… physically…” Kasita raised an eyebrow, staring with a little more curiosity than she had before. Before Alyssa could do any clarification, that curious expression shifted to one of puzzlement. Her brow furrowed and her lips pressed together. A shimmer ran over her entire body as she moved from a reclined lounge to sitting fully upright in the blink of an eye.

Alyssa could feel her nerves tightening in worry as Kasita stared without talking. There was something. There had to be. Why wasn’t Kasita saying anything? Was something wrong? Unable to bear it any longer, Alyssa had to say something. “What is it?” she asked after a long moment of no motion from the mimic.

Kasita held up a finger, silently asking for a pause.

That only made Alyssa’s nerves tighten all the more. Her stomach felt like it did when she felt that brief moment of zero gravity on a roller coaster… except on repeat. A distinctly unpleasant feeling that reminded her of being too high up. Biting her lip, she just stood, suddenly feeling far more self conscious than she had before. Kasita had been sitting there staring all while Alyssa had been testing and investigating herself. But now… it was just so much more intense.

“You…” Kasita started. But then she stopped. She didn’t continue.

“Me?” Alyssa prodded.

“Did you get a new outfit? You’ve been wearing a lot more black since that feast. Is that because Brakkt liked the dress you wore that night?”

Something in the back of Alyssa’s mind snapped. She slumped back, practically falling onto the desk. “Enough about Brakkt! Our relationship is just fine. You don’t need to obsess over every little thing.”

“Ufu~”

“No ufus~!” Alyssa let out a long sigh, shaking her head. Ignoring Kasita and her antics for the moment, she had to sigh. Maybe there really wasn’t anything special going on. Whatever she was feeling was just a figment of her imagination. Maybe because she was expecting to change a little from all the divine energy going into her body, her mind had tricked itself into thinking that it was changing. A placebo effect of sorts.

“I know I don’t need to obsess over you and Brakkt. But I want to. Also you looked a little tense, so I thought I would distract you a bit from the fact that you feel a little like the empty space when an angel is around.”

Taking a breath, Alyssa said, “I appreciate you checking up on me, but really, you’re a bit too obsessed. And I certainly don’t need more advice on…” Blinking as the rest of what Kasita said caught up with her exasperated train of thought, Alyssa glanced back to find Kasita staring at her with a serious expression. “What did you say?”

“You know how I can kind of detect Tenebrael when she is around? It is a very faint feeling that I probably would never have noticed if Her presence had never been pointed out to me. Well, you’ve got the same thing about you. Except even fainter. I’ve been with you all day and only just noticed when you asked.” Kasita crossed her arms, frowning a little. “Of course, it might have helped if you had told me why I was here in the first place. You know I’ve been helping out Companion and the First Prince, right?”

“I wanted your impression of me without mentioning anything too specifically that might have tainted your observations.” Besides that, Alyssa really wasn’t sure what Kasita should have been looking for. “Sorry for dragging you away from your work, but… When you say I’m like Tenebrael…”

Kasita shrugged, flopping back over on the bed again. “I don’t know how to explain it more than I already have. If you were a mimic, maybe I could explain a little, but you don’t sense things the way I do.”

Alyssa nodded with a stray thought crossing her mind about a way to give herself a sense somewhat along the lines of Kasita’s innate awareness. But she still had yet to figure out a way to let draken talk, so that was probably not something really realistic at the current time. She had been meaning to talk to Tenebrael about that, but every time the angel showed up, there was something new to distract her. Whether that was a challenge to make a pizza or a magic rebound orb designed to acclimatize a mortal body to a divine power.

It was interesting that there were some changes that Kasita could detect, however. It made Alyssa wonder if Kasita was actually seeing Tenebrael when she detected the angel or if it was the magic itself that she detected. It probably wouldn’t change much either way, but was still interesting.

It made her wonder just what might change when Alyssa switched from Tenebrael to the Throne itself.

Speaking of… Alyssa pulled out her phone and glanced at the time.

“Tenebrael going to show up soon?” Kasita asked, noting the action.

“She should have been here by now, actually. She hardly ever keeps to an exact schedule. There is always something cropping up that requires her attention. But she has been pretty good these last few weeks about keeping her appointments.”

“Could something have happened?”

“I don’t know what could possibly have happened that would significantly disturb Tenebrael… unless the Astral Authority broke through whatever it was that was keeping them from swarming this world.” A few popped up every now and then. Alyssa just shot them down whenever they appeared. It was hardly worth making a note of anymore. She had yet to see more than one at a time too.

If the Astral Authority was back, Alyssa would have expected them to swarm over to her given her current connection to Tenebrael. The whole reason she had severed the connection in the first place was because they hadn’t been leaving her alone.

So Alyssa doubted that possibility.

Another angel then?

Feeling a modicum of curiosity, Alyssa pulled out one of the drawers of her desk. Inside was Irulon’s original prototype for the motion spell system. She was up to version three now, but Alyssa had asked if she might keep the first one so that she could use the window spell whenever she wished. Theoretically, she should be able to just cast it directly with Tenebrael’s power, but so far, all attempts had been less than successful. Same with making portals.

Soon. Hopefully. Alyssa had hopes that acclimatization, after a few more sessions with Tenebrael and that crystal ball, would help. She could already feel like she had improved a bit in using Tenebrael’s magic. But there was just some missing piece. That key that would let her go from somewhat knowing to complete understanding.

Until then, Alyssa had to slide in one of the light spells into the little machine and aim it at the wall. The actual window spell could be swapped out. Irulon had a few dozen variations that were all places that looked interesting. Earth, other planets with life, some planets without life, and the Endless Expanse. The latter was the one Alyssa selected. When the projection appeared, she placed her hand just above it. Unlike Irulon, she didn’t need an activation phrase.

The facets of the mirrored window unfolded to a view of the iridescent towers of the Endless Expanse. Angels flew back and forth between various towers. The massive wheels in the sky turned slowly. The Throne sat dead center in an impossible position where it looked more like the central tower was sprouting off from one of the smaller spires. Strange, but it was everywhere, so Alyssa didn’t pay it much mind. Rather, she focused on the angels. If something had happened to Tenebrael that involved more than just Iosefael or Adrael, she would have expected to see some difference in their movements. After all, there shouldn’t be much that could actually bother Tenebrael except the Seraphim and if the Seraphim had moved, it should have been a notable event.

But everything looked normal. At least, as normal as a pandimensional reality could be. The angels didn’t look panicked, anyway.

“Ufu~ Worried about Tenebrael?” Kasita said, leaning against Alyssa’s shoulder as she peered into the mirror as well.

“No.” Alyssa gave her answer instantly and without so much as blinking.

“Aww, she would be hurt to hear you reject all concern so easily.”

“If she were a little more mortal, maybe I would be a little more worried.” As it was, there was probably nothing special going on. Just some deaths that she was collecting souls from or maybe Iosefael showed up to nag her about letting a mortal run around with her powers.

Whatever it was, given how late it had gotten, tonight’s meeting might end up canceled completely.

Alyssa shot out a quick text, but when things like this happened, Tenebrael had a pattern of not responding right away, so she wasn’t expecting much.

“So,” Kasita started. She paused long enough for Alyssa to look away from the iridescent scenery. From the tone of her voice, Alyssa first worried that she was going to start asking about Brakkt again. But her face looked far more serious than expected. Even after looking in Kasita’s direction, it still some time for the mimic to actually start talking. “All this work you’re doing… You aren’t going to just disappear one day, are you?”

“No? I wasn’t planning on it.”

“Will you have a choice?”

Blinking, Alyssa frowned. “What do you mean by that?”

Kasita didn’t answer right away. Moving away from the window, she lingered next to Alyssa for a few minutes. She didn’t speak, instead choosing to lean up against Alyssa’s shoulder. “I don’t know. I didn’t really think about it until tonight. Until I noticed how similar you and Tenebrael feel to my senses. But now… Well, I can’t see Tenebrael. What if I can’t see you someday either? I think I would be a little upset,” she said with a wan smile.

“Oh. You mean disappear like that.” Alyssa shook her head, trying not to disturb Kasita as much as possible in doing so. “I don’t think I will. I have a fleshy, mortal, matter-y body. Tenebrael doesn’t. Tenebrael is basically just divine magic and light organized into the form of a person. No matter how much divine magic I pump into my body, I’m pretty sure my body will still be around. Therefore, you will still be able to see me.”

“You saying you’re only pretty sure is less than reassuring.”

“Well… yes. Okay. You got me there. I don’t understand everything perfectly. Not yet anyway. But even still, I’m pretty sure I will just die if my body goes away. So… I mean, I guess that would count as disappearing? But I don’t want that to happen and I’m positive that Tenebrael doesn’t either.” If she did, she could have simply not healed Alyssa when her head split open the first time she used the orb.

“And you won’t be taken away, either by Tenebrael or some other angel?”

“That’s ninety percent of the reason why I’m doing this. So that I will be strong enough to not be subjected to the whims of angels. Or anything else, for that matter.”

“Hmm… You know, I think I’ll stick around with you for a while.”

“You’ve been sticking around with me since we very first met.”

“Yes, but also no. Or at least, recently we’ve all been busy doing our own things. You were working on Companion’s body, I was managing relationships between humans and monsters. But now, I think I might just hang around with you. At least during these meetings with Tenebrael. I’d like to at least know if something happens to you instead of you just disappearing one day for no explicable reason.”

“That’s fine I think,” Alyssa said after a few moments of thought. “I don’t have any objections. I doubt Tenebrael will either. But I have no idea when the next time might be. Tenebrael likes to just pop up. There usually isn’t much time between her appearance and our training sessions. If you aren’t with me when she does appear.”

“I just said that I’ll be sticking with you.” Kasita pressed up even closer to Alyssa’s side.

“Oh. That closely, huh?”

“Don’t worry, I won’t disturb you when you’re with Brakkt.”

Alyssa didn’t even react beyond saying, “You’re really never going to let that die down, are you?”

“Ufu~ Isn’t it a sibling’s duty to tease?”

“Maybe an annoying sibling. But, unless you wanted to do something, I guess I’ll just research some physics on the internet. Orbital mechanics are surprisingly interesting once you get into it. Don’t know when I’ll ever actually use that knowledge, but without a dedicated topic to research, I’d like to just look into what interests me.”

“Orbital mechanics?”

“On Earth, we’ve launched things so high up that they never fall back down. Or rather, they do fall, they just miss the ground constantly, falling around the entire planet. I believe I’ve mentioned satellites and the space station before? Maybe that was only to Irulon…” she said upon seeing a slightly confused expression on Kasita’s face. “Anyway, I got the idea to put something in orbit around Nod, something I might be able to visit with a carefully pressurized vessel, after Irulon showed me a view of Earth from space using the windo—” As she spoke, she tapped on the window currently showing off the Endless Expanse.

A jolt of white-hot fire burned at her fingertips as she did. Jerking her hand back, she stared at her fingers. But there was nothing there. No charred skin or even sunburned blemishes. Her hand trembled and she couldn’t get it to stop. But it wasn’t hurting any more. The pain died down the moment she pulled back. The fire in her fingers was almost exactly the same as when she used Tenebrael’s orb. The jolt of divine power entering her body burned her, though in a less-than-literal way. This was just her finger rather than her whole body, but it was too similar to have been a coincidence.

Looking up at the window, she had half a mind to try again. Nothing appeared to have changed, either in the Endless Expanse itself or in the angels flying about the place. But…

“Your hand went inside. Like mine did that one time.”

Alyssa tore her eyes away from the Endless Expanse to stare at Kasita’s concerned expression. She pulled her hand back to her chest, cradling it. “It went inside? You’re sure?”

That… was bad.

Really bad.

When Kasita had done the same back in the dome beneath the Justice, it had called Adrael straight to them. Adrael had said that she had only noticed because of how familiar she was with Nod, but…

Alyssa bit her lip as a feather floated down between her and the wall. A white feather.

            

    
        045.009 Remain Calm - Farce

    
    
    
    
                “Prince Brakkt took me on a walk through the palace gardens yesterday. We had such a lovely time. You should have followed along.” Alyssa stressed the latter line, hoping that Kasita would get it. While the mimic was on the bed, Alyssa sat on the edge of her desk, trying to remain casual and avoid any trembling in her voice.

Kasita blinked. Her eyes flicked from Alyssa to the Endless Expanse through the window then just a little to the side. She could probably sense something. But she didn’t comment. Instead, she put on a bright smile. “That must have been lovely for you. Unfortunately, I had a meeting with the Lady Oxart. She has been quite concerned about unknown intruders and I had to console the poor woman.”

“Ah yes. I have heard of these unknown intruders. Word is, they seem to be ignoring us for the time being. I can only hope that won’t change in the near future.”

“Should we not be seeking out these intruders ourselves?”

Alyssa considered for a moment, then shook her head. “Word is, they are quite powerful. Maybe as strong as the strongest intruder we do know. I’d rather they look over us until we have a little more time to prepare. And maybe find out if someone else can deal with them for us.”

“I see…”

The plan came together in an instant. There wasn’t time for Alyssa to explain to Kasita. Thankfully, Kasita was playing along.

The moment Alyssa saw an unknown angel appear in the room, she decided to do what she should have done every time a new angel popped up. She ignored it. Mostly. Alyssa kept moving about the room in just such a way that the angel was always within her line of sight. Though, realistically, she could probably be a little more overt with her attentions. The angel hadn’t looked at her even once. Alyssa would have suspected that her connection to Tenebrael would have given her away instantly, but yet this angel seemed entirely focused on the window to the Endless Expanse to the exclusion of all else.

The biggest reason Alyssa was trying to act as if she couldn’t see the angel was because of the angel’s wings. There were four of them. The same amount as Tenebrael. They were smaller than Tenebrael’s wings, but that might not mean anything. This angel was clearly not trying to show off. All four were folded up behind her back. Tenebrael, on the other hand, was almost always trying to show off at least a little. The Dominion kept her wings spread as wide as any given room would allow.

Though Alyssa did have to wonder if this angel wasn’t an ally of Tenebrael’s. This angel certainly picked her clothes using a similar color palate. She didn’t wear a dress. Not like Tenebrael’s. Her outfit was more along the lines of a long coat with a tight vest and long pants underneath. Her boots were heavy in a militaristic style. And they were flat against the ground. A bit strange for an angel. Except for Kenziel the one time she had pretended to be a mortal, Alyssa had rarely seen an angel actually plant their feet against the floor. They always had at least a slight hover to them.

And this one was mumbling to herself. Even while Alyssa and Kasita pattered on about the angel through thinly-veiled code words, the angel kept talking. Most of it seemed to be numbers with a seeming explanation for the numbers immediately after.

“Three zero seven: Temporary redirect found. One two five: Data connection already open; transfer starting. The requested action has been successfully completed. Logging results for Authorities analysis.” As the angel said that, she pulled a thick tome from inside her long coat. It opened roughly to the center of the book without her even selecting the page, but that was apparently the page she wanted. She gently grazed the paper with the tip of her finger. Enochian script formed in a dark ink trailed behind her finger as it advanced across the page. The script was strange. Much like when Alyssa casted a complex miracle, it was in three dimensions despite being flat on the page.

It reminded her of Tenebrael’s first mathematics lesson.

As the angel wrote in the book, another angel appeared. This one didn’t pop up inside her room, but rather, on the other side of the window. The Endless Expanse side. She flew right up to where the window was looking out to, showing off far larger wings than the one inside Alyssa’s room, though that might have just been because they were spread out. This angel was strangely identical to the one inside Alyssa’s room. There might have been some difference in facial structure, but the long coat and boots and even the white hair was all the same.

Alyssa couldn’t hear anything on the other side of the window. She had never been able to, even when it displayed a busy street or a trainyard on Earth. But this new angel was clearly talking to itself as well. Or maybe they were talking to each other. That seemed more likely given that the angel in her room seemed to nod as it finished writing.

“Temporary redirect deemed unstable. Redirect will collapse on its own within one over three six zero turn degree. No further action required.”

The angel on the other side spoke back, practically confirming that they could hear each other, even if Alyssa couldn’t hear that one.

“One zero two. Request received; locate source of anomaly. Processing.” The angel snapped the book shut, making Alyssa jump. For the first time since entering the room a full ten minutes prior, the angel looked away from the window to the Endless Expanse.

Alyssa, tense with it now looking around the room, said to Kasita. “I am a little concerned that those unknown intruders might be looking for me.”

“Should we just flee? Leave and come back later?”

“I’m pretty sure distance doesn’t matter too much to those intruders. Moving now might just draw their attention.”

Though talking apparently didn’t. The angel still ignored the conversation between Alyssa and Kasita, choosing to first look at the projection box that was still set out on the desk. There hadn’t been time to remove it. From the corner of her eye, Alyssa watched as the angel picked it up.

She held it out on her open palm and said, “Beginning analysis.” Although she lowered her hand, the box stayed right where it had been.

And started coming apart. The top panel split off from the rest, floating upward. The bottom panel lowered down a few inches. All the side panels peeled off, floating a short distance away to their respective sides. Several plates, one for each of the card slots, also split off like a deck of cards falling through the air for a moment until gravity stopped caring about them. Even a few little metal pins that had been holding the box together had come out and were floating roughly where they should have been were the box larger than it actually was.

At this point, Alyssa wasn’t sure if staring was someone normal people would do or not. With the angel interacting with a real object, other people would probably stop and stare. Kasita certainly noticed. There was an involuntary twitch of her eyes toward the box when the angel first picked it up. Not the seizure-like symptoms she experienced when Tenebrael pulled an object out of her wings, but just a normal flicking glance.

But even with Alyssa and Kasita both taking more obvious notice of the angel’s actions, the angel didn’t spare them even a casual look. She was too busy investigating the box.

The card that actually projected the light was gone. Projecting the light and casting the projected spell consumed that particular card. Unfortunately, the card that was the template for the projection was still in there. Although the angel examined each piece of the black box individually, including the little pins, it was the spell card that she stopped on.

“Positive threat detected. Designating Backdoor:MROH.Observation!lnk. Reality pinhole. Objective: Observation of the Endless Expanse. Creator: Unknown. Request historical log files.”

Through the window, the identical angel responded. Again, Alyssa couldn’t hear.

“Further analysis results available. Vector: Angelic hijack. Prayer routed through local Dominion. Local Dominion location: Unknown. Logging request for Archangel investigation.”

Great. Maybe Kenziel would be sent to look into it. If not, there would be another Archangel running around, causing problems. Actually, now that she considered it, as long as this angel was ignoring her, there was nothing stopping her from sending a text to Tenebrael right now. Although Tenebrael had sloughed off their meeting tonight, she would surely come running if she discovered another angel interfering with her world.

Just as she slipped the phone from her pocket, the angel in the room said something that sent small chills down Alyssa’s spine.

“Historical log files attained. Attempts at locating threat creator completed without issue. Analysis of two dot nine one five billion mortals complete. Creator located. Moving to—”

Alyssa’s hand clamped down around the angel’s wrist. She couldn’t let it go. Irulon had created that spell. Angels were not supposed to harm mortals, but this might be an exceptional circumstance. That was ignoring the fact that Adrael had harmed mortals before as well.

Golden eyes turned to Alyssa for the first time since the angel appeared. “Interruption. Suspending investigation processes. Switching protocols: Personable.” The angel blinked twice before applying a pleasant smile. “Good day, Guardian. How can I be of assistance?”

It was Alyssa’s turn to blink, to she did so in confusion rather than because she had extra personality modes. Guardian. As in Guardian Angel? Adrael had once called her that as well, though that had clearly just been the Archangel mistaking her ability to see angels as being because of divine nature. Was the same thing happening now? Or did Tenebrael’s power confuse this angel’s senses…

“Guardian? Is there a problem with which you require assistance?”

“I…” If she didn’t say anything, the angel would probably leave and go find Irulon. But she was a little shocked over the question. It was too… helpful? Both the offering of assistance and the angel’s sudden shift in personality. Before, she had been talking like a robot. Cold. Mechanical. Little to no inflection. As if she were repeating words from a dictionary one by one. Now, while not overly exaggerated, the angel spoke smoothly and with a smile.

Tossing her phone to Kasita—the mimic would understand what to do with it on her own—Alyssa focused on the angel. Though she did note that its eyes didn’t even follow the phone as it arced through the air.

“What are you doing here?” Alyssa asked. She assumed she already knew the answer to this question, but the longer she could keep this angel occupied, the more time Tenebrael would have to muck about before she finally decided to make an appearance.

“Query accepted. This one has the primary task of locating the cause and reason for a recent disturbance detected by one of the Authorities.”

Right. Exactly what Alyssa thought it would be, though she hadn’t known that it had been detected by an Authority. Which, she remembered from Tenebrael’s notes on the subject, were not actually a part of the Astral Authority despite their name being roughly the same. It was confusing for her a bit, but, presumably, an angel wouldn’t ever get confused and their naming scheme had likely not been developed with mortals in mind. Still, Alyssa needed to keep her talking. “And who are you?

“Query accepted. This one is a Virtue of the Throne. You may refer to me as Bastiel, if you wish.”

Alyssa nodded slightly, acknowledging. Given how she had been acting, Alyssa had been expecting some strange name like XÆA. Bastiel was somewhat normal, but still with that angelic suffix.

“What do you intend to do once you find the cause of this… uh… error?”

“Unknown. Observations will continue until such time as a consensus is reached.”

“So you’ll just keep watc—”

“Query:” The angel interrupted Alyssa, looking down at where her hand was grabbing hold of the angel. “Analysis of your body reveals the presence of flesh and blood. The Virtues are interested in understanding how this came to be. How did a Guardian gain the body of a mortal?”

Alyssa felt her stomach churn at being called out like that. Bastiel apparently still thought she was a Guardian Angel, but that probably wouldn’t last forever. And she might be far less friendly and willing to answer questions if she realized that she was talking to a mortal. It was a bit surprising that she didn’t realize that Alyssa was just a miracle worker using Tenebrael’s power—such things had happened elsewhere in the past—but that might have something to do with pumping that divine magic into her body over the last several days.

While trying to figure out what she might be able to say, the angel interrupted her again. “Query: Name, title, or alternative identifier?”

Alyssa? Alyssa Meadows? Maybe make up something nonsensical like Alyssael? Would the Virtue buy any of that? That would probably be seen through in an instant. If Iosefael were here, it would be simplest to just toss the angel into Tenebrael’s prison along with Adrael. Though that might upset the angels on the other side of the window into the Endless Expanse.

“My name is Alyssa Meadows,” Alyssa said, deciding it was better to just tell the angel outright who she was. At the very least, it would hopefully keep the angel focused on her instead of going after Irulon. Irulon wouldn’t have any defenses against an invisible intruder sitting around spying on her. At least Alyssa could see and grab hold of an angel if nothing else. “I am a mortal.”

“Mortal? Not a Guardian Angel?”

“No. I didn’t see a need to correct your misunderstanding.”

“Understood. Altering interdiction protocols. Warning: No records found for ‘Alyssa Meadows’ within this world. Alternate identifier requested.”

“I… don’t have one? Just Alyssa. Meadows. Alyssa Meadows is my full name, but I just go by Alyssa normally.”

“Understood. Anomaly logged for further review. Returning to previous directive. Good day, mortal. With what can I be of assistance?”

Again blinking in confusion, Alyssa quirked an eyebrow. “You’re still willing to assist me even though I’m a mortal?”

“This one is a Virtue. It is our duty to lend assistance where needed. No protocol restricts us from lending that assistance to a mortal. Interesting side note: I have been informed that this is the first instance of a mortal requesting assistance from a Virtue. No other instances appear in the logbooks.”

“That… certainly is an interesting note,” Alyssa said with a wan smile. The angel didn’t react. She still had that faint smile that hadn’t changed in the slightest since first switching to personable protocols, or whatever she had called it. “So… what can you assist with?”

“Virtues are bookkeepers and librarians. Record holders and information specialists.”

“So knowledge, basically.”

“An accurate assessment of the situation. Do you require assistance?”

“Actually, I think I do.” Alyssa felt her earlier concerns diminish as she considered just what something like a Virtue could possibly do for her. Divine magic’s true power came from understanding. “Would you be able to make it so that I cannot forget anything?” She didn’t think she needed to get lessons from this angel if only she could properly remember what it was that she knew upon using Tenebrael’s crystal ball.

Unfortunately, the angel gave a small shake of her head. “Four zero three. Forbidden. I am sorry. Such a request is impossible to fulfill at this time.”

“Of course not,” Alyssa said with mild annoyance. That would have been too easy. It probably went against some rule of directly interfering with the world… though it was interesting that she was talking to a mortal at all. But that probably had something to do with the way Alyssa broke the little black books. “How about a treatise on… understanding reality? Or even understanding the Endless Expanse and the Throne? How everything works and just… everything, really. Is that possible?”

Bastiel hesitated a moment, but eventually smiled. “Four zero zero. Bad request. Query vague. With what do you request assistance?”

Alyssa crossed her arms with a scowl, wondering just what the Virtue could assist with. Sure, a book on literally everything would probably take an infinite amount of time to read let alone comprehend. But that would probably be true for most anything that Alyssa could request. Unless a topic was sufficiently small, any subject would probably be tomes and tomes of books. Especially when presented through divine information specialists who would have no need for brevity or a concept of time constraints.

With that in mind, a new idea popped up in Alyssa’s head. It was a bit far fetched, but it would let her look up specific topics at her leisure, much like she was doing with her phone currently. “Would it be possible to get a direct link to to the Throne’s archives so that I may investigate your knowledge whenever I wanted to?”

“This one can provide such a service.”

“You? Can you stick around permanently, answering questions whenever I have them?”

“That is correct.”

That was a little surprising. Though… maybe she needed to be a little more specific with such a seeimgly literal being. “Will you stick around permanently, answering my questions?”

“Permanent station is untenable. However, it would not be impossible to remain here for several turns of the Ophanim. Long enough to be permanent in the eyes of a mortal.”

So that was a yes then… “What about your previous objective of locating the one who created that spell?” Alyssa said, pointing a finger toward the card still floating in the air not far from the dismantled projector.

“That task has already been accomplished. Observation is underway by Virtue Rhoziel.”

Tensing, Alyssa just about rushed upstairs to find Irulon. But, she calmed down ever so slightly, realizing that she could probably simply ask this angel what she wanted to know. “It is just observation? No assault or harming or plans to harm?”

“Observation only at the present time.”

“I see. And can you alert me if that changes?”

“It is possible.”

Grimacing, realizing that dealing with this angel was going to be something of a pain, Alyssa had to rephrase once more. “I need an agreement. Tell me if angels change their plans or tactics for Irulon.”

“Authorization den-deni— Granted. Activities of the Virtues will be offered when in relation to the observation subject designated: Irulon. Is there anything else with which you require assistance?”

Alyssa narrowed her eyes at the momentary stutter. It sounded like Bastiel had been about to deny her access. “How many Virtues are on Nod at this moment?” she asked, deciding to simply test out whether or not it worked.

“Two. Virtue Bastiel and Virtue Rhoziel.”

“And their current status?”

“Virtue Rhoziel is observing subject: Irulon. Virtue Bastiel is interfacing with subject: Alyssa Meadows.”

Turning, Alyssa looked to Kasita. “Would you quickly let Irulon know that she is being watched by angels at the moment? And likely for some time into the future as well?”

The mimic slowly nodded. “Tenebrael responded while you were talking. She is aware of the Virtue? And is avoiding it.”

Alyssa gave the phone a flat stare, rolling her eyes. “At least she let us know this time. And it will probably be a while before she decides to show her face.” Turning back to Bastiel, Alyssa smiled. It wasn’t exactly a kind smile, but… the Virtue probably couldn’t tell one way or another given how little it emoted. “We’re going to go find Irulon ourselves and make sure that what you said is true—”

“This one is incapable of falsehoods.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard all that before.” Which was one of the main reasons that Alyssa wasn’t panicking. “Afterwards… Teach me Enochian.” Being able to understand the words on spell cards and in the air might go a long way toward understanding everything else. She had asked that of Tenebrael in the past, but had been given the simple answer that Tenebrael had no idea how to translate it into something Alyssa would be able to understand. Surely a divine being of ultimate knowledge would be able to figure something out.

And, sure enough, Bastiel gave a jittery nod of her head.

“Authorization G-Granted.”
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                “I think,” Alyssa said, sketching out a design of her own, “it would be more efficient if you were to use these symbols.”

Irulon accepted the piece of paper once Alyssa was finished, held it up, and stared for a long few moments. “Would this actually work? These two right here don’t seem to make sense with what I know of spell crafting and this one over here, I don’t recognize at all.”

“Well, these two just make the request grammatically correct. I don’t have your formal knowledge of spell crafting, but it still seems like it would be better this way. As for that one… it means something like sincerity? Translating it perfectly is literally impossible. I don’t think I have the vocabulary to even try more than that. I don’t even think the vocabulary exists to translate it more than that. But it evokes the feeling of sincerity. I think.”

“And being sincere makes it work better?”

“I think so,” Alyssa said, glancing off to her side. Bastiel observed the discussion intently, not even blinking, though she did spend a great deal of time writing in her tome. True to her word, she had stayed by Alyssa’s side for a full two weeks at this point, ready to answer most every question that Alyssa could ask. It was actually a bit creepy. Trying to sleep with the dead-eyed angelic robot standing over her had caused a few hours of lost sleep.

Irulon was lucky that she couldn’t see Rhoziel on the other side of the room. The other Virtue was following Irulon around just as much as Bastiel was doing to Alyssa. Rhoziel looked extremely similar to Bastiel, both having white hair, white wings, and a similar fashion sense in that they both wore long coats and heavy boots. Their facial structure was different enough that Alyssa could tell them apart with just that alone. It was helped by Rhoziel’s color palate being more of a brown when compared with Bastiel’s black. But it was a close color comparison.

As creepy as it was to be followed around, the benefits of their presence far outweighed the negatives. Tenebrael was helpful, it was true. Especially lately. Her lessons helped a lot. But Bastiel was constantly present and perfectly willing to at least entertain every question that popped into Alyssa’s mind. Some got denied. Some that seemed like they were about to be denied got overridden and answered. Alyssa wasn’t quite sure what was up with those instances, but she wasn’t going to complain about getting access to more knowledge.

And that was the other thing about Bastiel. As a Virtue, the angel was an expert in information. Far more than Tenebrael even. It was a simple matter to distill vast quantities of knowledge into bite-sized chunks that Alyssa could easily digest. Learning Enochian was the chief example of that particular ability. Alyssa couldn’t even explain anything about the language in her native tongue—Bastiel had not used English when teaching, but rather Enochian, which did strange things to Alyssa’s brain yet still worked. Despite not being able to explain spell cards in English, all it took was just a glance at a spell card and she knew what they were trying to say.

And human-designed spell cards were horrible in terms of legibility. The only thing she could liken it to would be a child playing with letter blocks. They had seen Enochian somewhere, though where exactly was likely lost to time and Alyssa hadn’t thought to ask Tenebrael or the Virtues, but clearly didn’t understand it. So they just took the script that they knew, arranged it in ways that worked, and called it good.

“I suppose there is no harm in not testing it,” Irulon said, redrawing the mystic circle on a fresh spell card with far more precision. Alyssa’s had been mostly a mock-up with the Enochian being the only clear parts.

“I hope there isn’t any harm in it. I mean, I don’t think it should violently explode. What do you think?” Alyssa asked, turning to Bastiel.

The angel blinked. “Analysis of Nod-realm miracle enactment system is still underway. No valid conclusions can be drawn at this moment.”

That right there was one of the biggest reasons Alyssa thought the angels were hanging around here still. The Virtues were apparently fascinated with the concept of magic. Or perhaps spell cards, specifically. Even Alyssa’s power to create stuff from Tenebrael’s power didn’t compare—that was apparently relatively expected of mortals—when viewed next to the ability to craft a variety of spells that did whatever the mortal wanted without the assistance or intervention of the world’s Dominion.

But… “Surely you have some idea of what might happen if this spell card is actualized? I mean, a bunch of mortals have a pretty good idea.”

“As it is written, taking into context other examples you have presented to us, we believe that this miracle will produce the intended effect of accurately targeting a remote location for viewing via angelic hijack; the Endless Expanse’s network of habitation worlds. Designating Backdoor:MROH.Observation!act. Threat level: Low. Request for Archangel investigation previously logged. Status of investigation: Ongoing. Investigating Archangel: Adrael. Location of investigating Archangel: Unknown. Attempts—”

“Alright, alright. Stop that.”

The moment Alyssa spoke, Bastiel snapped her mouth shut. The Virtue did things like that on occasion. At first, Alyssa had been concerned about all the requests for Archangels. Especially once she started labeling the missing Adrael as the principal investigator. Now, however, she was far less worried. And that was because Adrael was assigned to this world. As such, Adrael was supposed to have problems like that reported to her. However, none of the angels seemed to be able to find Adrael. Even after the Virtue said that they had other angels out looking for her. Tenebrael had confirmed—via text message as she was still avoiding the Virtues—that Adrael was safe and sound in that prison dimension that Tenebrael had created. Unless the Virtues decided to find a different Archangel, Alyssa wouldn’t worry too much.

And she didn’t think that they would or could assign a new Archangel to Adrael’s station. That was a task for the First Sphere of angels and none of them were really… active.

Shaking her head, Alyssa looked back to Irulon. “The angel thinks it should do just what we wanted it to do.”

“Then let us test.” Irulon pulled out a much more advanced version of the animated spell casting device. Slotting both this card and a simple light spell into it, she angled it to aim at a blank spot on the wall. There was no hesitation in activating the light spell. But, after placing her hand on the wall, she stopped. “Ah. We altered the design. The activation phrase needs to be reconfigured.”

“Here. Let me. You can figure that out later if the spell actually works.”

Nodding, Irulon took a step to the side as Alyssa moved forward.

Placing her own hand on the wall, Alyssa activated the spell. In an instant, the mirrored panels started unfolding.

“Warning: Threat—” “Warning: Backdoor—”

“You can write down everything you want, but can you not verbalize it?” It was especially annoying with both of the Virtues talking at once. They had a habit of… commenting on absolutely everything involving magic. Usually with a bunch of errors or warnings. Thankfully, they would stop if Alyssa asked them to do so. At least until the next time a spell was cast.

Though some errors were far more irritating than others. Bastiel had completely flipped her lid upon noticing one of the jars of light potion. She had gone on and on about corrupted miracles and other such nonsense. That being the first time Bastiel had spouted off her errors, Alyssa hadn’t been so quick to silence her.

As the mirror unfolded into a view of the Earth, Bastiel continued to write in her tome. Alyssa watched her, being just slightly less interested in the view of her home than she was of what the angel was writing down. Her Enochian skills were not exactly fluent. Still, she got the gist of it. The spell was basically punching a hole into the Endless Expanse then another hole from the Expanse to Earth. The Virtues really didn’t like it when that happened. They were surprisingly fine with viewports that went from one point on Nod to another. Presumably, they would also be fine with a viewport that went directly to Earth without the intermission in the Endless Expanse.

“Warning: Tree Diagram errors detected.” Bastiel started again, alone this time. Alyssa did not interrupt her this time. The Tree Diagram error had come up a few times now, seemingly at random. She was trying to figure out exactly what it meant. “Six zero one. Flowchart recalibration automatically engaged. Backpropagation gradient remodeled. Decision tree revectored. Event tree revectored. Game tree revectored. Infinite-State Machine restarted. Nominal process proceeding. No intervention action required.”

Alyssa frowned, watching to see if there was any more. It didn’t seem like it, and any time Basitel brought up the Tree Diagram error, it always was resolved in the same way. Alyssa couldn’t actually decide what was causing Bastiel to talk about that error. Sometimes, she did so when Alyssa cast a spell. So Alyssa thought it had been that. But then it happened once while Alyssa had been simply walking down the street. Another time, she had been woken up by Bastiel talking about the error. Since she definitely hadn’t been doing anything while sleeping, Alyssa had to wonder if it wasn’t actually anything that she was doing, but rather something else entirely.

“What did that mean?” Alyssa asked, just as she had every other time. It had become something of a ritual.

But Bastiel didn’t even look in her direction. “Information regarding the Infinite-State Machine denied outside the Angelic Choir by order of the Throne. This setting cannot be overruled without direct Throne access. Is there anything else with which you require assistance?”

Alyssa didn’t bother answering. She honestly didn’t think that Bastiel really expected a response. It was something she said after most every extended comment. More importantly, Alyssa got the same canned line of dialog that she got every time she asked about the Tree Diagram error. Access denied. Except it could be overruled with direct Throne access. Alyssa really wanted to know if direct access meant sitting on the Throne or simply being connected to it the way other angels were. If the latter option was true, she might be able to do something about that once Tenebrael thought she was ready to connect to the Throne.

Although the angel was avoiding her, their setup at the lake south of Teneville was still there. Alyssa could slip through the area of inaccurate inertia and spark the orb just like Tenebrael wanted her to do. It still threw her back and had yet to cause another incident of awareness, but hopefully it was just helping to acclimatize her body properly.

“Hm… It is, indeed, working.” Irulon didn’t bother asking about Alyssa and the angel. She had heard that phrase a few times already and had already put forth the idea that the Tree Diagram error referred to Tenebrael’s black book, which was what had Alyssa so interested in the error. But Irulon was busy playing around with the mirror. With the additional clarity brought about by proper grammar, not to mention the extra space that came from removing unnecessary script, Irulon had been able to create a modified version of the spell. One that could move around somewhat. Touching the top of the mirror would tilt the viewpoint downward, while the bottom would do the opposite. The sides would angle it to the sides. Touching the center would maneuver the viewpoint forward, though the speed wasn’t that great.

Still, just being able to move around to see words on signs or move from street level to the top of a skyscraper made it worth the wait.

“So smoothly too,” Alyssa said, watching as Irulon inspected some book shop. She didn’t want to touch the mirror herself given what happened last time, but with Irulon around, that wasn’t necessary at the moment. “I don’t know that sincerity helped, but the other changes we made definitely have this working better than before.”

“I would like to find a low ranked arcanist and hand them highly ranked spells that have been grammatically modified. Test whether or not casting ability changes if the words are properly arrayed. You and I can’t really test that, not unless Companion finishes her Rank Seven spell project.”

“Not a bad idea.”

“We… Is it truly impossible to learn the script for myself?”

Alyssa glanced over to Bastiel, frowning. “I can ask again…”

“I’ll get the same answer, I imagine.”

Much like Tenebrael, Iosefael, and other angels Alyssa had encountered, the Virtues did not want to directly interact with anybody if they could help it. Alyssa was the sole exception, presumably because of the whole book thing and being able to see them in the first place. “Maybe one day I’ll understand enough to teach you myself.”

“That would be nice. Until then, I’ll have to make do with analyzing the characters in the order that you put them in and try to replicate that on my own for other spell cards.”

“Feel free to bring me any that you want proofread.”

“Since you’re offering…” Irulon reached to her side and unlatched the chain that held her spell tome to her hip. She set the book on the desk. Alyssa expected her to open it and pull out a few cards for review.

Irulon slid the entire thing over toward Alyssa.

Alyssa gave the princess a flat stare. “Why don’t you select five to start with. I’ll look over them before I go to bed and bring you revisions in the morning.”

“Hm.” With only that, she flipped open the tome. The page she opened to was Fractal magic. Two Fractal Mirrors. The next page was similar. More Fractal spells. Irulon started to reach for an invisibility spell, but hesitated as a thoughtful look crossed her face. Flipping through several pages, she stopped on a few simple spells.

“Light,” Irulon said, pulling one card from the tome. “Flame. Chill. Message. And…” After looking over the simple spells for another moment, she flipped back to the Fractal section and pulled out a Fractal Mirror. “There. Start with these.”

“Rank Zero spells?”

“I want to see how drastic of an improvement can be made, if any. I posit a theory that low Rank spells are more refined. They have simpler effects that most people are capable of casting if they have any capacity for magic. The Fractal Mirror is included to compare the amount and breadth of changes that must be made.”

“I see…” It was as good a theory as any. Light, at just a glance, was almost perfect, so the theory might have some merit to it. There was something strange about the Chill spell though. She wasn’t quite sure what it was, so she would have to ask Bastiel for help later. In the mean time… “I’ll get on these later tonight,” she said, sliding all five into her satchel. “But before then—”

A slight pressure intruded on Alyssa’s mind. The sign of an incoming Message spell.

~Alyssa,~ Kasita’s voice echoed in the back of her head. The mimic, despite wanting to stick around Alyssa more often, had gone with Companion to a meeting about monsters and humans. ~Scouts just informed the Pharaoh of an incoming group bearing the sigil of the Juno Federation. Too small to be an army, but who knows what they have planned. Thought you ought to know.~

“Great,” Alyssa said, pressing her lips together. She glanced to Irulon, about to inform her of the Message. But without even saying a word, it was clear that Irulon knew. Her back straightened and she was just a little more tense than she had been a moment ago.

“Companion told me,” Irulon confirmed. “I assume you are aware?”

“Juno Federation. Not an army?”

“Mhm… Tess!” Irulon called out. Barely a second passed before the heavily tattooed young servant appeared in the shadows of the doorway. “Secure the floor. You recall the traps I installed? Please ensure that all of them are active. Especially the ones targeting shadow assassins.”

Tess nodded, swallowed, and disappeared once more without a word.

“You think they’re going to try the same attack again?”

“No. Both other times, they approached without being detected. This may be something else entirely. But I would prefer to not wind up in such a precarious situation this time should they attempt something.”

Alyssa’s first thought was to Message Brakkt. So she did. A Message card that was not the one Irulon had handed over appeared in her hand. Just as quickly as it appeared, it disappeared as she spoke. “Message. Brakkt. You’ve probably already been told this by your father or someone, but there are Juno Federation personnel approaching Lyria. Don’t have any more information at this point.”

“We destroyed the artifact that they were using to control monsters,” Irulon said, ignoring the Message Alyssa just sent off. “Adrael is still locked up, correct?”

“Yeah.”

“Then she hopefully has not given them a replacement.”

“There might be some other angelic artifact that she gave away. And who knows what kind of magic they might have in their pockets. What if they have one of those ritual magics like what you used to turn the Astral Authority to ash?”

“Unlikely. The Juno Federation is known to have few arcanists as a result of them eschewing magic in general. The Society of the Burning Shadow that we decimated earlier was likely their specialist team. Having them gone… Perhaps they have come to surrender unconditionally.”

“Maybe…” Narrowing her eyes, Alyssa glanced off to the side. “Bastiel,” she said, looking directly at the darkly cloaked angel.

“With what do you request assistance?”

“There are some people approaching this city, presumably from the northern desert. Can you tell me why they are coming here?”

“Four zero three. Forbidden. Information derived from the Infinite-State Machine cannot be divulged to those outside the Angelic Choir by order of the Throne. This setting cannot be overruled without direct Throne access. Is there anything else with which you require assistance?”

“No. Thank you. Just that was very informative,” Alyssa said as she pulled out her phone. Tenebrael probably wasn’t going to appear unless the Virtues disappeared, but she was still responding to text messages. So Alyssa sent a simple text asking the same question. She wasn’t expecting a response right away and she absolutely was not going to rely on angels when there was a possible threat approaching.

Message sent, Alyssa looked up to Irulon. “I’m going to meet up with Kasita and see if we can’t find out a little more about what is going on. Those traps you mentioned aren’t going to get me, are they?”

Cruel smile crossing her lips, Irulon shrugged. “It would be best if you avoided them. I’ll come with you. And show you what to look out for on the way, I suppose.”

“Good.”
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                Having an entire palace filled with people preparing for all sorts of possibilities really took a great deal of the pressure off Alyssa. When Kasita first sent her the Message, she had instantly assumed that she would be handling everything herself.

Her first experience with the Juno Federation came in the form of being briefly captured at a watch post just north of the city while the city’s guard marched against an army of monsters. She and Tzheitza, with an assist from Kasita, had been the ones to handle the actual insurgents behind the attack. Brakkt had been there—that had been where Alyssa first met him—but only after most of the actual incident had been resolved.

The second time Alyssa encountered the Juno Federation had been during their assault on the palace itself using shadow assassins and the gaunt. That time, Alyssa had been the only one to do much of anything. Brakkt had been protecting the First Prince. Irulon had been wounded and those clones she had crafted of herself had not been all that helpful. Kasita did help at times, but had been separated from Alyssa at other times. A few of Irulon’s siblings had wound up assassinated and a captured operative had gotten free, but once again, it had been Alyssa dealing with the controllers of the fairy that had put an actual stop to the incident.

That incident had led directly into Oxart being mind controlled and her subsequent rescue. Which revealed the location of an outpost in the middle of the desert. An outpost that Alyssa had blown up with her first casting of Annihilator. The surviving occupants had then been effectively slaughtered once she and Irulon released Fela from her bindings.

Since then, the Juno Federation had been quiet. Illuna was even further from them than Lyria was and she hadn’t so much as heard their country’s name while there. After suffering two losses in attacks and a massive loss in terms of personnel and infrastructure, Alyssa had somewhat assumed that they wouldn’t try anything else anytime soon. Then again, it had been a few months now. Perhaps this wasn’t soon.

The palace’s war room was busy with people running in and out, bringing new information in every so often. It was a large space, thankfully, given the amount of people. Basically just a regular meeting room except with a large table in the center with a map laid out. One large map of the entire continent with a few other rolls off to the side that could swap it out for a more localized view of the area around Lyria and even a full intracity map.

The Pharaoh, the First Prince, and Brakkt sat on one side of the table, each reviewing papers with various details reported by scouts. Oxart, representing the palace guard, and Decorous, for the city guard, were on another side of the table. Both of them were reading over similar papers. A third side of the table had both of the Pharaoh’s top advisers along with some military adviser. Alyssa sat on the fourth side of the table with Irulon, Companion, and Kasita as ‘special’ consultants. Whatever that meant.

Like all the others, Alyssa had a paper detailing everything they knew about the approaching force.

There was a forward force of thirty to forty men. Two were carrying the banners of some important figure within the Juno Federation, a Conrad of Applebottom. A very unfortunate name, in Alyssa’s opinion. The scouts weren’t sure if Conrad was actually part of the vanguard, but they suspected that whatever representative was there wanted to speak with someone important from Lyria. The Pharaoh or the First Prince. Of course, the advisers were viewing this as a trap of some sort. It was apparently an unusual move. Normally, because this conflict happened on a relatively regular basis, scouts would report back about an approaching army and the Lyria guard would march out to meet them.

However, this vanguard was not alone. They were leading a force of about three thousand five hundred. An army, contrary to Kasita’s earlier report. Though she had probably only been informed of the vanguard at the time. For comparison, their last major assault roughly fifteen months prior consisted of about five or six thousand. Alyssa honestly didn’t see much of a difference between two thousand people when talking in this high of numbers, but apparently the Lyria city guard was far less worried about this than they had been last year.

Decorous had even mentioned how simple it would be to beat them back.

This army was made up of an estimated five hundred bowmen, six hundred with pikes and shields, another four hundred on horses, split between knights and mounted crossbowmen, a few hundred each of footmen, squires, and men at arms. And then there was something new. There were about fifty large iron tubes mounted on wheels, each of which had another cart following behind that carried a few dozen iron balls.

The advisers suspected some form of primitive arcanery. Attempts by the Juno Federation to level the playing field. To take away the one thing that allowed Lyria to stand against their armies despite the city guard numbering only half what the Juno Federation usually attacked with. Lyrian arcanists could effectively nullify hundreds of arrows with varying shielding spells and could decimate large portions of the army with all kinds of spells. So this one unknown was making them all just a little nervous.

Alyssa, however, recognized the iron tubes and balls as something else entirely.

“Does the Juno Federation usually attack with siege weapons?” she asked, interrupting a silence that had been going on since the latest report with the estimated numbers had arrived.

Though, when she got mostly blank stares looking back at her, she had to revise her opinion of this world yet again.

“Like catapults or trebuchets or anything like that?”

“Perhaps we use different words,” Irulon said, though Alyssa was quite sure that was wrong. They used English for everything else and, yes, trebuchet was a French word but plenty of other words had non-English roots that they knew. “Describe them?”

“They’re like… big wooden contraptions that can throw things really far. A trebuchet can launch a ninety kilogram projectile over three hundred meters. Basically, a big huge machine that can throw a rock really far and hard enough that it will destroy buildings and masonry when it hits.”

As she explained, she could see their faces. They didn’t move away from their mild curiosity and confusion in the slightest. A medieval society without siege engines. It puzzled Alyssa for a few moments until she realized the reason behind it. Magic. Arcanists were the siege weapons of this world. Better siege weapons at that. A catapult had a limited number of useful things that it could throw. A boulder, maybe pottery filled with boiling tar or some kind of incendiary material, and, historically speaking, the remains of the dead as a morale damager or biological warfare.

Meanwhile, an arcanist could do just about anything. And for much cheaper too. With a few slips of paper, they could toss a boulder, ignite enemies with a flammable spell, or fling biological agents—probably, she hadn’t actually seen a disease spell or anything similar. But then they could do so much more. The Pharaoh could effectively stop time and take out hundreds of people just with a sword without any threat to himself. Irulon could view alternate futures with Fractal Mirror and choose one in which she took the most optimal path. Lumen fired laser beams. There were spells upon spells that did far crazier things than just laser beams. Alyssa didn’t know every single one of them, but she wouldn’t be surprised to find out that someone had crafted a spell specifically for melting a building’s brick or mortar.

In fact, she would have been willing to put money on it if not for the fact that putting money on anything didn’t really matter to her anymore given her ability to create whatever she wanted from nothing.

“So these things launch boulders?” Brakkt said, looking back down to his paper.

“Not quite, but pretty close. I imagine they’re set to fire those iron balls that were spotted with them. And it isn’t exactly launch. It’s the… It’s the same principle that is behind my guns.” For demonstration purposes, she conjured up a steel plate and dumped a bit of black powder on the top. It wasn’t that difficult to make as she had looked it up before. Basically just some potassium nitrate, charcoal, and sulfur. Not much. Just enough that, when she brought a flame down to it, it would produce a show of sparks and fire, along with the column of smoke. Were this society not magically inclined, just doing that would probably have been a big awe-inspiring event.

The others around the table didn’t look too impressed.

“It doesn’t look like anything special, but—” She conjured up a miniature cannon. Basically just a metal tube with one end closed. The closed end was extremely thick, however. She didn’t want to misjudge how much powder to put in and have it explode in her hands. “—when you compact the powder inside and then place a marble in after…”

Not wanting to accidentally kill anyone, she conjured up a thick wall of acrylic glass between her and the rest of the room. “There will be a little hole on the side. As soon as a flame touches it…”

A loud crack splitting the air made most of the room jump. Alyssa destroyed her miniature cannon, glad it hadn’t turned into a pipe bomb, and the glass wall as well. “As you can see, just a moderate amount of powder in a small container produced enough force to crack the walls of the palace,” she said, walking up to where one of the thick brick wall tiles had split with a spiderweb of cracks around it. “Imagine what those larger cannons will do, both to buildings as well as people that get in the way. And if it hits a person, it won’t just stop at them, but it will probably plow through a good five or ten people behind them as well. Do the scouts have estimates of the exact sizes?” she asked, looking to one of the people in the room who were dedicated Message receiver and senders.

She didn’t get an answer, but the man turned away with a Message spell burning up in his hand.

“A formidable weapon,” the Pharaoh said. “If it can hit several people at once, it may have easily caught us unaware if not for this forewarning. Perhaps enough to cause great losses, though I cannot imagine it alone would allow them to come out victorious in a battle if that is what they intend. But we still have yet to determine if that is what they really intend.”

Oxart scowled, looking toward the Pharaoh. “With all due respect, just what do you presume a force of three thousand marching toward our city, armed with strange new weaponry, means if not an assault?”

“I concur,” Decorous said. “It could be simple to explain the vanguard as a negotiation tactic, threatening us with their new weapons or demanding surrender. Both, perhaps.”

“The vanguard will be arriving at the city walls within three hours at their current pace,” the First Prince said, reading from a fresh sheet of paper handed to him by one of the Message takers. “Their army is trailing almost a half day behind. There may be a follow-up force, though it may merely be supply lines. Scouts are currently attempting to verify. Regardless, we should intercept the vanguard before they reach our fields no matter what we decide about their army. Naturally, I shall be the one to meet them.”

Alyssa wasn’t quite sure why it was natural that the First Prince be the one to meet them. Perhaps to save the Pharaoh if it was a trap? Though Alyssa was fairly certain that the Pharaoh was better equipped with his Time magic to solve just about any situation that could arise.

“My, my. I suppose I should meet with them as well,” Companion said. “Can’t let my dear brother have all the fun.”

The First Prince put on the most faux-polite smile as he said, “I would appreciate it if you would refrain from calling me your brother, Companion.”

“Ugh.” Irulon let out a small groan, shooting a glare at Companion as she did so.

“Brakkt,” the Pharaoh said, ignoring the byplay. “You will join them?”

“Of course,” he said, nodding. “I was already planning on it.”

Alyssa perked up. “Would it pose a problem if I went as well?” As soon as she spoke, Kasita opened her mouth. Thankfully, the mimic thought better of whatever she had been about to say and decided to not comment. She did, however, let out a small giggle.

The Pharaoh and Brakkt were of far more interest to Alyssa, so she paid Kasita little mind.

“If they are interested in diplomacy—”

“Which they aren’t,” Oxart interrupted.

The Pharaoh continued without any sign of acknowledging the interruption. “Then I would prefer to not have threatening elements too close to any discussions.”

“I can hardly be as threatening as Brakkt. Or even Companion. I look like any regular human.”

“It isn’t a matter of imposing presence or monstrous characteristics. We are obviously not going to send anyone alone and unarmed.” The Pharaoh leaned forward, planting his elbows on the table as he gestured with one hand to his own face. “Rather, it is your eyes that are the problem. Tenebrael’s visage is well known. Equally well-known is the Juno Federation’s absolute detestation for Tenebrael. It is, after all, the public basis for a majority of their grievance against our people. Having someone arrive with such a distinguishing feature carries the possibility of ending negotiations before they start.”

Pressing her lips together, Alyssa raised a hand. She pinched her fingers together and pulled sunglasses from thin air. Sliding them onto her face, she gave the Pharaoh a look that he would be entirely unable to read because the glasses were highly mirrored. “Problem solved.”

“I’ve heard that you have had your eyewear melt from your face in the past.”

“Who told you that?” Alyssa shot back, though she could probably guess that it was someone at this table. They were the only ones who would have seen such incidents, after all. Though it could also have been any of the many people who had been present at the Illuna guild building the one time they tripped Fela…

The Pharaoh, naturally, didn’t respond to her question. He simply asked one of his own. “Is it true?”

“Maybe. But only when I’ve been upset or have used my power. If these guys are negotiating, then I probably won’t be using any power. If they are here to declare war, then I hardly think a flash of Tenebrael’s eyes will make the situation much worse. What will they do? Declare war twice?”

Letting out a small hum, the Pharaoh looked to his side. Not toward Brakkt, but toward the First Prince. He didn’t ask anything. Apparently, he didn’t need to.

“It is a minor risk,” the First Prince said. “I am in agreement with our guard captains. We can approach with open intentions if that is what you think is best, but I predict that this will devolve to a fight regardless. Having someone who can scar the moon present will undoubtedly come in handy if not necessary.”

“Very well. I’ll leave it to you.”

“We will leave within the hour,” the First Prince said. “Make your preparations accordingly now. Meet back here in forty minutes for any last updates to the situation.”

With that said, the table adjourned. Brakkt left to equip his full armor, as did his elder brother, while Companion hummed aloud about not having a set of armor to wear that was just as impressive as theirs. Then she turned to Alyssa and gave her a look.

“Do you want your dragon scale armor… uh… back?”

“For giving me this body, I think you have earned keeping it. Though if you could craft a new set of it, that would be appreciated.”

“I can make a lot of things on demand, but I haven’t looked into dragon scales at all. Maybe when we have more time.”

“You are absolutely no fun.”

“Yeah. I know.” Though it wasn’t that bad of an idea. If this was some kind of ambush, an arrow might hit one of them before they even knew what was going on. A bit of armor… probably wouldn’t be that hard to make. Of course, she had not looked up much on the topic of armor smithing. While she could easily create metal plates in the shape of an armor set, there was probably a bit on the insides that needed to be done in order to make it wearable, comfortable, and properly fitting.

Then again, there wasn’t any need to be beholden to medieval armor…

How well does Kevlar fare against arrows and swords?

“Actually,” Alyssa said… “I might be able to make you something. I don’t know if thirty minutes is enough, but… let’s go see, I suppose.”
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                The vanguard for the Juno Federation included two familiar faces. Made up of only thirty people, Alyssa had to wonder at them sending two arcanists with them. She could honestly not remember either of their names. The man who had been captured by Brakkt and later freed during the incident at the palace was right at the head of the vanguard group. Just to his side and back, the woman who had been with him rode along.

They were all on horses. Most of which were wearing some kind of armor over their heads and backs. All the people were armored up as well. Alyssa, having seen guards around Lyria of both the palace and city variety, couldn’t help but wonder if the Juno Federation deliberately sent the people their shiniest and most well polished knight-like armor they had to this little thing. They had definitely not worn their armor while crossing the majority of the desert or it would be covered in dirt.

That wasn’t to say that Lyria’s entourage was filthy or grungy. The First Prince had armor that was clearly enchanted given that it literally glowed with a a shiny white light. Brakkt’s armor didn’t shine, but was impressive and imposing in its own right. However, everyone else really didn’t have anything too impressive. The guards were palace guards—Oxart had not come as she was doing her job back in the war room—and had nice enough armor, but most of the actual metal was covered by cloth hauberks and tabards. They weren’t here with something to prove. They were here for function over aesthetics.

Alyssa and Companion were equipped a little differently. Alyssa was in the dragon armor. For Companion, she had conjured up some equipment more similar to a military battle dress uniform. She didn’t think there was much of a reason to appear in camouflage, so she had tried to match its coloration to the dragon scales. It was mostly a series of overlapping Kevlar armor plates that Alyssa figured would be good enough for most of what a medieval society could throw at them… except perhaps arrows. Kevlar armor was apparently not rated for piercing protection. Still, she figured it would be better than nothing.

Appearance-wise, Alyssa and Companion looked more like they were wearing slightly black suits. Alyssa’s was relatively slim. Companion’s was a bit bulky. Looking like the kind of thing a fire fighter might wear.

Companion wasn’t the happiest about her unflattering appearance.

Alyssa really didn’t care.

She did wish that she would have had the time to make Kevlar armor for the draken too. Only Ensou actually had armor made for it, Izsha, Musca, and Dasca had never marched into a situation like this before. The First Prince wanted them all to use horses at first, but had changed his mind upon Brakkt commenting that draken riders would be faster to respond to any subversion or danger, thus being able to act to protect everyone else. Not to mention the intimidation factor. So Alyssa got to reunite with Izsha, something that hadn’t really happened since the feast.

Luckily, the draken had natural armor in their scales, so she wasn’t too worried about them getting hit with a stray arrow.

Now a cannonball, on the other hand, would probably blast right through their hide. However, Alyssa doubted that a layer of Kevlar would help much if one of those were coming their direction. Companion said that she would keep an eye out. Alyssa trusted her awareness, knowing that she had Irulon’s skills in observation, but she would still be keeping her own eyes open.

The entire force from Lyria consisted of about fifty people. Enough to outnumber the approaching vanguard, but not be so overwhelming that they might turn around before there was a chance to find out why they were approaching in the first place. The First Prince decided to ride out about a quarter of the way to them and then simply wait. Lyria didn’t want to be seen as desperate to engage in any negotiations. So they were going to let the vanguard from the Juno Federation be the ones to ride up to them.

Which resulted in a short period of downtime before they would actually meet. A pair of arcanists from the palace guard had set up some protections, just in case the vanguard decided to snipe them with spells or cannonballs—though no scouts had reported the vanguard carrying cannons at all. Through her binoculars, Alyssa couldn’t see any either.

Still, with the two arcanists from the Society of the Burning Shadow leading the group, the protections were probably for the best.

“This armor you have crafted…”

Alyssa raised an eyebrow, glancing over to Companion as she lowered her binoculars. “Hmm?”

“It is… hot.”

“You’re welcome to take it off if you aren’t happy with it.” Though Companion did have a point. The former dragon had used a Chill spell already to try to cool down. Alyssa was just creating cool air underneath her outfit while destroying hot air. It was a bit of a complex task that took a little focus, but not so much that she couldn’t participate in conversation. “Just be glad you’re not crammed into a tin can,” she added, glancing to Brakkt.

“My armor is enchanted,” he said, voice flat.

“Well, yours might be. What about everyone else?”

“Better to be a little warm than to lose an arm. Or worse.”

“Yeah. I get that.” Though Alyssa still could hardly believe suits of armor were real. Obviously, she knew they were real. She had never worn one, but she had entered a car on a hot day and had burned herself on the hot metal of a seatbelt buckle more times than she would ever admit. Wearing a suit of armor in broad daylight had to be nearly as bad as that. In this world, at least, there was magic that would help out some people. Back on Earth? Medieval knights would have been absolutely baking inside their gear.

“Settle down,” the First Prince called out. “They are almost upon us. Arcanists! Be ready for any surprises. Everyone else… leave the talking to me.”

“Hm.” Companion directed Musca forward with a small huff, bringing her in line with the First Prince.

Despite his shiny silver armor—which was probably enchanted against the heat as well—he did not wear a helmet. Which gave everyone a clear view of his scowl as he glanced at his not-quite sister. Though he didn’t actually comment on her moving up to him.

A tense few moments passed. Nobody spoke, but looking around, Alyssa noticed subtle changes in how everyone sat. The guards shifted, weapons not quite at the ready, but definitely out and ready to get ready. Some wielded long swords, giant ones that would be too hefty to use while on the ground, but could use the power of a horse charging while mounted. Others had spears. With the opposing force now within sight range of everyone, not just people Alyssa handed binoculars out to, their grips had shifted.

The arcanists had their tomes out, ready to cast a variety of spells as the situation required. Even Brakkt had straightened his back, resting his palm on the hilt of his enchanted sword. Kasita, present as well for possible diplomacy should the Juno Federation bring up monsters or their treatment, was about the only person who looked completely relaxed.

Alyssa, contrary to her expectations, was feeling a little calm. She was pretty sure that she would be able to obliterate any incoming threats as long as she kept her awareness up. A few scans of the souls in the area revealed no invisible foes, so no chance of a shadow assassin popping up behind her. Sudden esoteric magic effects were a concern. The area deleting spell the brigand leader had tried to use during Volta’s rescue came to mind.

Just because the Juno Federation wasn’t supposed to be all that magically advanced did not mean that Alyssa wouldn’t be watching out for any flashes of spell cards.

Bastiel was still following Alyssa round, but the angel seemed content to simply watch for the time being. Alyssa hadn’t tried talking to her since joining up with this group, not wanting to look like a crazy person in front of the others. It wasn’t like the Virtue was going to tell her anything anyway.

Tenebrael, on the other hand, had responded to Alyssa’s message asking for her to please make the Virtue go somewhere else when the fighting started. Which Alyssa assumed was because of souls. Tenebrael, not wanting to interact with the Virtues, was going to have a hard time collecting souls when the fighting broke out. And Tenebrael’s text had said that she was expecting a fight.

Alyssa hadn’t told anyone what Tenebrael had said just yet. Tenebrael’s book had changed before. It could always change again. Telling people that a fight was a foregone conclusion might make them not seek alternates that could be more peaceful.

The Juno Federation slowed their approach a half a football field away, coming to a complete stop not long after. The First Prince did not approach. The Lyrian group stayed right where they were, simply watching and staring. They didn’t call out or make any noise. Alyssa had to wonder how imposing it might have been for the Juno Federation. A much larger group of their life-long enemies were staring them down, completely nonplussed despite almost certainly knowing about the army that was at their backs.

After a long moment and some obvious discussion going on among the enemy force, the lead five riders dismounted. The two people who Alyssa recognized among them. The rest of their people quickly followed suit. From there, they started marching forward in neat rows of seven people.

The First Prince stayed mounted, watching until they were about ten yards away. He held up a hand. “That is far enough. You barbarians have never met with us before a battle in the past. Come to realize that your leaders are sending you to your deaths and you wish to surrender? We are prepared to be merciful to those who lay down their arms.”

The woman Alyssa recognized clenched her fists. She looked like she was about to take a step forward when the man next to her held out an arm. “Amusing you should say that, Prince. I am called Bercilak and am here as a herald of the Juno Federation. We are here to offer you much the same as what you just said to us. Surrender and your people will be spared the edge of our blades.”

“Rejected,” Companion said instantly before the First Prince could even open his mouth.

To his credit, he didn’t even glare, merely taking her interjection in stride.

“A monster would speak for the prince of Lyria?” Bercilak asked, mockery in his tone.

The First Prince put on his own smile, gesturing to his side. “This monster is the human form of a true dragon, here to aid Lyria.”

“Among other things,” Companion added.

“A dragon?” the woman scoffed. “You expect us to believe that a dragon turned itself into a human?”

“Believe whatever you want to believe. It is the truth.”

“We would ask for proof.”

“Proof?” Companion shook her head. “How would I do such a thing? Turn into my true form? Everyone here would be crushed beneath my claws, turned to a scrap of red jelly that I would barely notice. No. We have nothing to prove to you.”

“As for your threat…” the Prince continued. “The City of Lyria has never faced a single defeat from your periodic assaults. The people of your armies will be given their last rites by a Doctor of Divinity and interred within a plot of land we have cordoned off specifically for the warriors of the Juno Federation. Just as always. Today will not change from the set pattern of history.”

Bercilak smiled, spreading his arms wide with his palms facing upward. The motion caused a ripple of tension to cross over the people from Lyria until they realized it wasn’t an attack, but just a needlessly overly dramatic gesture. “On the contrary… We come today with prophecy on our side.”

Alyssa couldn’t help but scoff at hearing that. It was possible that Adrael had whispered something into someone’s ears before being locked up. Alyssa was fairly certain that she remembered overhearing someone at the Juno outpost saying something about prophecy. Layla or Liadri or something similar to that. Those prophecies might very well have been real predictions—whether taken from that Tree Diagram thing or Tenebrael’s black book didn’t matter—but they could change just as easily as Alyssa could nudge a pebble.

In fact, her presence here might already be changing something. She couldn’t say for sure.

“The disbelief on your faces is palpable,” Bercilak said. “But your belief will not alter the outcome. We will be prepared for battle by daybreak. Victory will be ours by sunset. So it has been foretold.”

The confidence this man projected was astounding. He truly believed what he was saying. Alyssa wasn’t sure how much everyone around her believed in anything resembling superstition—they definitely believed in Tenebrael, but she had the side benefit of being mildly real. They must have believed at least a little. She didn’t know why. If an enemy who would find it advantageous to disturb her mindset showed up with something that might disturb her mindset, she would take it with a grain of salt. A big grain of salt.

Alyssa had half a mind to try to debase them of their notions—both the Juno Federation and anyone from Lyria stupid enough to believe them—but this was still the First Prince’s show.

“You would ask for proof of my being a dragon yet offer none for your far more outlandish claim? Embarrassing. And… Unfortunately for you,” Companion said with a wide grin before the First Prince could speak, “Your prophecy means little in the face of Tenebrael’s power. And we are blessed with the presence of Her Avatar. Unlike your claim or my claim, this is easily provable.”

Alyssa immediately felt a tinge of nausea in her stomach. The Pharaoh had deliberately asked that she not do anything. And while she had given him some flack for that, she didn’t really want to be a liar when she said she wouldn’t do anything. Though it was clear that the negotiations were… not really negotiations at all.

Companion was clearly expecting her to do something with the way she was looking back. A quick look at the First Prince had him offering a subtle nod. So that was permission, she supposed. Though permission for what, Alyssa wasn’t quite sure. Just showing off her glowing eyes was probably not enough. Glancing upward, she considered just blasting another, far more intentional hole in the moon.

But it was probably best to not do anything that could screw with planetary systems. And it probably wouldn’t do much aside from make her look like a powerful arcanist. Showing off that she was Tenebrael’s powerful arcanist…

Alyssa slumped slightly as the idea came to mind. It would be simple. Far less impressive than blasting a hole in the moon, but possibly more impressive to these people.

It would also be incredibly embarrassing.

But… after shooting a glare at Companion for making her do this, Alyssa created a bright flash of light over her body. Over her armor, a dress similar to the one she had worn at the feast appeared. Recreating that dress had been a little bit of a side project as of late. It wasn’t perfect, but the blinding light would hopefully help hide that. And hide the fact that she hadn’t actually taken off the dragon scale armor. Unable to recreate it, she didn’t want to destroy it.

Behind her back, Alyssa conjured up two pairs of wings, darkening the light to mimic Tenebrael’s. Altering the effect of gravity on her, Alyssa began hovering. Not high. Just enough to keep the tips of her toes above Izsha. It was a delicate balance, reversing gravity just enough then pulling herself back down. If she went up too high, she was pretty sure she would end up cutting off the spell entirely regardless of how dignified her landing might be. But for the moment, she was pretty sure she was having the effect she wanted.

Many of the Juno Federation had staggered backward. Their faces were twisted in obvious and quite terrible awe. Even some of the Lyrian guard were. Alyssa had to wonder just how it looked from the outside. From where she was, this was embarrassing. Just hovering above Izsha felt incredibly awkward. And… she was just now realizing that she should probably say something.

“Your… prophecy was delivered by Archangel Adrael. An adversary of Dominion Tenebrael. Archangel Adrael is currently imprisoned outside this universe and has been a prisoner for roughly a month. I imagine your people have been lost or have had their powers fail since then? Perhaps even earlier than that. Regardless, you will receive no support today. If you continue marching toward the city of Lyria, your armies will be… Annihilated.”

To punctuate her statement, Alyssa created an Annihilator spell and immediately consumed it, firing a beam of white-hot destruction directly over their heads and off into the horizon. The same horizon that their armies were currently traversing.

It… also punched a hole in the ring around the planet. She had deliberately been avoiding the moon, but forgot about the stupid ring.

So much for not screwing up celestial bodies.

By the time the light died down, the Juno Federation was fleeing without a single word of departure. Their horses and the few who stayed behind were charging away as well, scattering every which way. They would have to flee on foot.

“Go,” Alyssa said, cringing as she spoke. She wasn’t even sure if any of them were still listening. “Tell your countrymen that all that awaits them here is death.”

She waited just a moment longer, watching as they all scattered while trying to ignore the looks her allies were giving her—and their own struggle with their horses—before dropping back into Izsha’s saddle. She didn’t dare look to her sides, fearing what she might see on Brakkt’s face, or Kasita’s, or even Companion’s. Alyssa simply stared dead ahead…

Until she heard a soft “Ufu~” to her side.

Trying to turn it into a small joke, Alyssa decided to put on her least cringiest smile. “Do you think I over-did it?”
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                “I can’t believe we just let them leave. Shouldn’t we have captured them or something?”

“Weren’t you the one who told them to go tell their comrades to expect doom?”

Alyssa propped herself up on her elbow, frowning at Brakkt. He was on the bed next to her, eyes closed and resting. She was pretty sure that he had enough spatial awareness to know that he was getting a bit of a look at the moment. “You say that, but we were going to let them go anyway, right? Nobody would willingly come to that kind of a meeting assuming that they would be captured at the end of it.”

“We are a civilized people,” he said without opening his eyes. “When negotiations fall short and disagreements come to blows, it is traditional to meet with the opposing leader before a battle to dictate relatively humane terms of engagement and conditions for surrender. If these meetings regularly turned into ambushes, the battlefield would become pure chaos. More lives would be lost on all sides.”

Alyssa wasn’t sure what to think about that. It seemed to her that just having the generals duel each other would probably save more lives than any battle. But then there would probably be all kinds of assassinations and revenge taking and other such violence. And it would open the possibility of a really good duelist winning and imposing his values as the victor despite being a villain worse than the Taker.

So maybe it was for the best? That seemed wrong, somehow, but…

But! “The Juno Federation didn’t do any of that. They just said ‘surrender or die’ and ‘we will be ready at daybreak.’”

“Barbarians. Not used to civilized engagements, though still trying to emulate what they see of us.”

“And what is with calling out the time they will be ready? That is absolutely insane! They’ll be ready at sunrise? Then let’s show up an hour before and ambush them while they’re still trying to put on their boots!”

That got Brakkt to open his eyes. He didn’t sit up, but he did turn to face her and offered a wan smile. “As the Pharaoh decreed, if the Juno Federation wishes to play at being civilized, we will comply. Within reason,” he added with emphasis. “Although he didn’t say it, I believe the hope is that the Juno Federation might cease their cowardly attacks like the ones earlier this year.”

Huffing, Alyssa flopped back down, sinking into her pillow. “I don’t like it. I can’t believe Lyria hasn’t just marched its armies up to the Juno Federation and wiped them out with the advantage of competent arcanists.”

“The vast majority of our combat-focused arcanists are down at the Fortress of Pandora. Attempting to maintain security there while also carrying out a protracted campaign against an entire country has always been a less viable alternative than simply defending our city from periodic yet weak attacks.”

“Yeah… well… I have half a mind to create a portal directly into their capital city and just blast their seat of government to smithereens.”

He let out a soft chuckle. “We never had that option before. Even my father and Irulon couldn’t carry out an assault like that. An assassination, maybe. But my father has an entire country to run. My elder brother is being groomed to eventually take over for him, but I still doubt he would go off on such a quest. And you know Irulon. She has become far more… outgoing since meeting you, but that is an extremely relative term. Aside from them, the only Rank Six arcanist in the city is the head of the Observatorium.”

A bunch of old people—and Irulon—who didn’t find the status quo problematic even when a thousand swords clashed every year, probably leaving hundreds dead.

Alyssa sat up again, this time swinging her legs over the edge of the bed. It was so early that she didn’t think she would be able to sleep no matter what, but even if it was later… “What are we doing right now? Shouldn’t we be preparing or… something? I know I can probably just blast the entire army from the face of the planet… and after what I did today, I am probably expected to do that,” Alyssa said without making any attempt to disguise her distaste.

The thought of just straight up killing a few thousand people in the blink of an eye did not sit well with Alyssa.

“I don’t think you are expected to do anything of the sort,” Brakkt said, resting a hand on her arm. “Tilt the scales, perhaps, but no one is asking you to be a one woman army.”

“Even still… what if Tenebrael comes and plucks me off the world right before the battle starts? People should be getting ready to fight for themselves, not wait for what is effectively divine intervention.”

“People are getting ready. Half the city is running around, ensuring supplies, armor, weapons, potions, and everything else needed for a battle are ready. For us, the people who are actually going to fight, a good sleep is both preparation and advantage. The Juno Federation has been marching across a desert. They will be worn out, tired, exhausted. This isn’t our first clash with them.”

“They have new weapons.”

“We have forewarning. Arcanists are deciding which spells work as the best countermeasures using the replicas you created for testing. Even just that is probably enough to tip the scales in our favor. Kasita infiltrating their camp and sending back periodic reports will undoubtedly prove valuable as well. I doubt you even need to appear on the battlefield, if you don’t want.”

“I don’t want… but… I can’t just run away. If you or Fela or Companion… any of the draken…” Shaking her head, she stood before Brakkt could do something like offer an empty reassurance that everything would be fine. It would be fine, but only because Alyssa would ensure that it was. “I need to do something. I don’t know what, but I’m just disturbing your sleep at this point. I doubt I’ll be able to sleep tonight.”

“Try,” Brakkt said. With Alyssa having stood, his arm moved back to his side. “Maybe not now, but later tonight. Get some rest before dawn. You’ll thank yourself later.”

“Yeah. I know. But I am so very wound up that I don’t know if it is possible at this point.”

“I would suggest a potion, but if something were to happen before dawn…”

“I know, I know. Don’t want to be unconscious when a gaunt comes sneaking into my room.” Alyssa grabbed her robe from the back of Brakkt’s desk chair and slipped it on over the top of her nightgown. “Make sure you get some sleep. I’ll be fine, don’t worry about me.”

With that, she slipped out from the room.

Unfortunately, she didn’t exactly have a destination. She wasn’t about to go marching toward the Juno Federation’s army. Taking into consideration her actions against the bandit camp that had captured Volta, she might be able to do something against them all. She had been nervous then, seeing hundreds of people. But now, she was far less afraid of a crowd. True, there were a lot more of them, but she was just one person and there was a limited amount of space around her for enemies to occupy. A part of her was still hoping that having a death ray blast over the top of their heads would have sent some of them cowering, but another part of her was quite convinced that the majority were somewhat fanatic. Deserters would probably be dealt with… harshly by those who weren’t routed.

Conjuring up a Message card—Alyssa had yet to figure out how to telepathically talk to someone else without the spell—she burned it immediately. “Message. Kasita. Anything interesting happening?”

She didn’t bother waiting for a reply. Kasita couldn’t send a Message back if there were people around and, if she was doing her job properly, there were almost certainly people around. She would have to find the time to slip away. And if something interesting was going on, she would hopefully stick around to finish gathering information before reporting back.

So Alyssa decided to head down to her room. It was a little awkward to have the Virtue hanging over her shoulder while she was with Brakkt and had told Bastiel to stay in her room while she was with him, not that anything had happened today. As far as she was aware, the angel had obeyed.

When she arrived, she found the angel doing what it always did when she wasn’t actively asking it questions: Mumbling to itself over an open book.

“-one seven. Mismatch. Verification request logged for later review. Seven one three dash four one four one four. Nominal. Boundaries holding. Proceeding. Three—”

“Hey,” Alyssa said, interrupting the nonsense. She had asked about it before. Apparently the Virtues had the primary task of processing information. Any discrepancies found in the information were to be verified against some master record with the Throne to ensure that there was no error. If there was an error, the Throne would alert some other angel, dispatching them to try to resolve whatever had gone wrong. Usually Authorities or Archangels, depending on the nature of the problem.

The problems could be just about anything, apparently. From a world having monsters running around when there weren’t supposed to be any to reality itself coming apart. Which was apparently a thing that could happen. It hadn’t happened in a long time, but reality had allegedly been far less stable in the distant past. Distant meaning billions if not trillions of years.

“Suspending processes,” Bastiel said. “Switching protocols: Personable. Good day, mortal. Do you require assistance?” She closed her book, which was filled with more nonsense as far as Alyssa could tell. While she had a decent grasp of Enochian, the language of the book, it was arranged in ways that didn’t make sense to her.

With her limited knowledge of programming, she imagined it was something like that. A computer program was written with English words and letters. However, the words and letters were written not only in a different language entirely, but also in a completely alien format.

Perhaps studying up on programming languages wouldn’t be a bad idea. Just in case. Although she was using it as an analogy, she doubted anything on Earth could be like what she saw in that book. But maybe there was just a little something that could provide a clue.

Later. After the Juno Federation was dealt with.

For the time being… “I don’t suppose you could give me tips on telepathy.”

“Telepathy. Direct communication between two souls.”

“That… sounds like the definition of telepathy. I think.” Alyssa would have said mental communication, but maybe soul communication was more accurate. Irulon and Companion, with their linked souls, did seem to share a type of innate telepathy. “Not quite what I was asking for.” Though maybe that was still a clue in and of itself.

“Manipulation of the soul has been found possible with Nod-realm mortal-cast miracles.” Magic, the angel meant. “Observation of subject Irulon demonstrates desired end result.”

“I don’t know that I want that. I was looking for something more along the lines of a telephone call with Kasita.” Alyssa could create and burn through as many Message spells as she wanted now, but Kasita couldn’t. So a direct telepathy would be nice. “But that is kind of just an idle thought that occurred to me on the way down here. Don’t put too much thought into it now.”

“Too late.”

Alyssa narrowed her eyes, wondering if that was a joke. After a moment, she decided that it wasn’t a joke. The Virtue had, thus far, never shown a sense of humor in the slightest. It was probably being literal. Though she wasn’t sure how it quantified ‘too much’ to be able to determine that it was too late.

“I was actually more interested in something that I thought of a while ago… regarding that Tree Diagram thing.”

“Information regarding the Infinite—”

“I know, I know. Denied to non angels or whatever.” It was a little irritating that she would respond to certain things in the exact same way, from her words to her inflection. But Alyssa had really been expecting it, so she carried on with only a small sigh. “When you first met me, you thought I was a Guardian Angel. Because of my connection to Tenebrael and the way I was talking to you, right?”

“An accurate assessment of the situation.”

“If I had asked then, what would you have told me about the Infinite-State Machine?”

It was a long shot, but Alyssa thought simply framing the question as a hypothetical might work. For being an information specialist, the Virtues did not seem to be the brightest of all the angels she had met. As with that almost joke a moment ago, they were just far too literal.

The angel didn’t answer right away, diminishing Alyssa’s hopes. The angel just stared. Tenebrael would usually put on the airs of being a normal person. That included blinking, breathing, and subtle movements whenever she remembered. The Virtue never bothered with such things. Right now, it was really unnerving having her stare without even tiny movements of her eyes. It was enough to make Alyssa shift under the gaze.

“Bastiel?”

“Status report:” the angel said immediately, abruptly enough to cause a slight flinch in Alyssa. “Processing query results. Pruning results to fit within previously established limitations for query responses directed to subject Alyssa Meadows.”

Alyssa blinked, confused for a moment before realizing just what Bastiel was saying. “Oh… Oh! Right. Take your time then.” Some of Alyssa’s earlier questions for Bastiel had come back with extremely long winded answers. The first of which had lasted a full hour before she had to tell Bastiel to stop. While she didn’t necessarily mind a long lecture, the responses frequently went into extreme detail on things that Alyssa was still having trouble even generally comprehending. After one particularly lengthy and one-sided conversation about the minutia of the Endless Expanse’s differing reality mechanics, Alyssa had asked that all future questions be distilled to general knowledge unless she explicitly requested a more in-depth dissertation. Which had worked out well so far. It let her learn about a lot more topics while still being able to learn more if she needed.

Though this was apparently a massive topic. Never had Bastiel just gone silent while trying to filter the overview from the details. Then again, something with infinite in its title was probably massive. If not literal. In fact, thinking about it further, it probably was literal.

Taking that into mind, Alyssa had to wonder if Bastiel would ever finish processing.

“Stop,” Alyssa said after another few minutes of no response. “Just tell me what is… I mean… Just tell me what you would have said if, when you still thought I was an angel, I had asked what the Tree Diagram is. Pure definition.”

“Query response: Tree Diagram is the projected path of the universe as derived from the Infinite-State Machine of the Throne.”

“Alright.” Now we’re getting somewhere. “And those black books carried by various angels… those show the Tree Diagram?” With Tenebrael avoiding the Virtues, Alyssa hadn’t actually had a chance to peek inside one of those books since she learned a bit about Enochian. She was a little curious as to whether or not they were the same as the books Bastiel kept writing in or if they were something else, maybe something a little more human-readable.

“Information regarding the Infinite-State Machine—”

“Same question if I had asked it while you thought I was an angel. In fact, I am asking as an angel for all future questions unless otherwise stated.”

Bastiel twitched as soon as Alyssa finished talking. Her face contorted for a brief instant, looking like she had a momentary seizure. “A-A-Authoriz-zation deni… Granted? Alyssa Meadows permissions elevated to Undefined Sphere. Greetings, Error: Undefined Angel. With what do you request assistance?”

Blinking, Alyssa hesitated, wondering if she should even comment on whatever it was that just happened. Drawing attention to it might not be the best idea. As long as Bastiel was smiling and not trying to correct whatever errors she was having, it was probably better for her. “Same question,” Alyssa said. “Do those black books Principalities carry show the Tree Diagram?”

“Query accepted. Response: Inaccurate. Tree Diagram too large to store within a limited space. Prescient Books limit display to notable events and deaths to aid in the collection of souls. Prescient books display only a single branch of Tree Diagram. Displayed branch is the highest probability to occur. Books contain self-updating feature to move to alternate branches in the event of detected errors.”

Crossing her arms, Alyssa frowned. So when the book changed because of something that Alyssa did, it just switched to a different path that it had already predicted? That didn’t sound like they were breaking it at all, even though it didn’t seem able to predict Alyssa. “How often do errors occur?”

“Average Tree Diagram error incidence rate in all previous turns of the Ophanim remains below six. Warning: Error incidence rate increased this turn of the Ophanim by 6.021832e9147. Rounded for brevity.”

“And the cause of those errors?” Alyssa asked, feeling that she already knew the answer.

“Error: Undefined Angel Alyssa Meadows.”

Alyssa nodded. Exactly what she expected. If she wanted to break those black books, was it enough to simply continue causing errors? The number Bastiel said sounded like a lot, but an infinite number of predictions was still more, assuming the Infinite-State Machine’s title wasn’t a lie. “What would be something that the Tree Diagram cannot account for? Or let me ask this: What would be something the Tree Diagram would not be able to simply hop to another branch to account for?”

“Tree Diagram accounts for all possibilities.”

Raising an eyebrow, Alyssa’s frown only deepened. “That’s wrong though. It cannot predict me. If it could predict me, there wouldn’t be all those errors.”

Bastiel did not respond. She just stared.

If it couldn’t predict one thing, then there were other things it couldn’t predict as well. Perhaps if she did enough, made a big enough splash, it would break it. If she could find more things that it couldn’t predict, that would probably break it too.

Or if she could figure out how to make other people more like her, that would probably break it the most…
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                “Hey… What’s different about me compared to other mortals?” Alyssa asked. She almost left it at that until she realized just who she was asking. “To narrow down your responses, I’m specifically looking for the reasons why I can see and talk to angels. Not like ‘oh, your hair color is this specific shade of brown and your eyes are that shade of brown.”

“Query accepted… Five zero three. Service unavailable. All Virtues of the Throne are currently occupied with other tasks. Please try again later.”

“What? Really?” Alyssa had long suspected that the Virtues had some sort of hive mind thing going on. Something that let them keep in contact with each other despite Bastiel being here and the rest being in the Endless Expanse. That right there was as much of an admission as Alyssa was likely to get without directly asking. But for all of them to be busy… “What are they doing?”

“Tree Diagram error incidence rate has risen drastically. Authorities are concerned. Virtues are required for logistic purposes.”

“The errors that I’m causing?”

“Yes. You are the reason I am still on this world. All other Virtues have been recalled to assist the Authorities.”

“Even Rhoziel?” Now that she thought about it, the angel tasked with observing Irulon had not been present in the last few hours. Ever since returning to the city from meeting with the Juno Federation, she hadn’t seen Rhoziel around. It hadn’t really registered until now because she didn’t pay that angel much attention. And Bastiel gave a confirming nod. “When were they called back? Give me the time relative to Nod in days and hours.” She had to request the time specifically in Nod hours or Basitel would tell her in terms of Ophanim turns and Alyssa had no idea what point zero zero three one turns equated to.

“Surge of errors occurred zero days, thirteen hours ago.”

“Thirteen…” Pulling out her phone, Alyssa did a quick check. It was a few hours before daybreak now. Thirteen would have been…

Roughly when they had been meeting with the Juno Federation. In fact… Alyssa had strong suspicions that she could pinpoint the exact moment the errors had occurred.

It would have been when Alyssa revealed herself to the Juno Federation. Possibly the moment she fired the Annihilator over their army.

She hadn’t hit the army, had she?

No. Of course not. If she had, she would have known. Not through any prescience or even her sense of souls, but because Tenebrael would have said something about her being a reaper again. She hadn’t received such a message, therefore, she hadn’t killed anyone. Kasita, currently spying on the army, hadn’t mentioned any deaths either.

Alyssa stood and strode out from her room. She had spent most of the night entirely unable to sleep and had occupied herself with asking various questions of Bastiel, alternating that between studying up a bit with her phone and investigating the dragon armor. Nothing important. She hadn’t talked with the intention of learning and most of what she had looked up went in one ear and out the other. It was all done purely with the desire for a mild distraction from the real world.

The last she had heard from Kasita, the Juno Federation’s main army had finished their march late into the night and had set up a small camp. Which, in Alyssa’s honest opinion, seemed like a massive waste of time that could be better spent tossing out a blanket and just sleeping on the ground in their gear. They would get a whole lot more sleep if they didn’t have a camp to set up.

The Annihilator crossing over their heads had definitely shaken them, according to Kasita. Bercilak and the others who had actually been present were attempting to claim that the beam had been a sign of their impending victory and of Lyria’s cowardice. But Kasita was going around, dressed up as one of the regular guards, sowing discontent and otherwise trying to debunk such claims. Not a single person had tried to desert so far, apparently, but they weren’t as steady as the scouts reported.

Now, Alyssa wanted a more up-to-date report. Both from the scouts and from Kasita. Unfortunately for the latter, as before, Kasita wouldn’t be able to reply to Alyssa’s Message in a timely manner. Though if she did casually respond to the Message without really trying to hide herself, it might work out better. Seeing what was supposed to be a trusted comrade reporting information to the enemy had to be a massive blow to morale. As long as she could get away in the end.

Alyssa quickly sent a second Message as she walked to the palace’s war room, putting her idea to words. Though she made sure to specify that such a tactic was only to be attempted if Kasita was absolutely positive that she could get away safely. And if it didn’t interfere with something else that Kasita already had planned.

But even with that, it would probably be at least a few minutes before she got a response.

The war room was busy. Busier than it had been the night before, even. People were running around, updating the map on the table with information based on the scouts’ reports. With the Juno Federation having made camp, Alyssa didn’t think that there could have been that much to report, yet it seemed as if the map was trying to keep track of individuals. Soldiers receiving messages were moving around small markers along the edges of what had to be the main camp. Patrol routes. Likely looking for the first sign that the army was mobilizing.

Despite the flurry of activity among the guards and around the map, the actual number of important people was much lower than it had been. One of the lesser advisers sat in a chair around the map, staring at it with a Message spell in hand. He was probably waiting to contact someone a little more important if something happened. Decorous was seated adjacent to him, looking far more calm as he sipped at a cup of tea with one hand resting on a spell tome. Oxart was nowhere to be seen. Neither were any members of the royal family with the exception of the First Prince.

He wasn’t the first to notice her entrance, but he was the first to acknowledge her. “Alyssa,” he said, voice polite but mildly strained. “Have you managed some rest.”

“Eh…”

“I see you’re dressed for combat, at least.”

Alyssa straightened slightly, squaring her shoulders. She had switched into the dragon hide armor shortly after leaving Brakkt’s room. It still felt a bit weird to wear now, but at least Companion wasn’t in the room at the moment. In addition to the armor, she had her pistols and spell cards, just in case she suddenly couldn’t use Tenebrael’s power, and Adrael’s ruby-tipped golden staff, mostly just to block hostile effects directed at her.

It was less that she was planning on charging into battle and more that she didn’t want to be caught unawares by a shadow assassin sneaking into her room.

“We were about to send a servant to wake you. Both Brakkt and Companion are requesting your presence down with the main force. They have gathered just north of the city fields and are preparing to march.”

“Right. Has anything changed with the Juno Federation’s army?” Alyssa asked, eying the table and the map once again.

“Their rest period has ended and they are preparing for a fight. The scouts are estimating that they will finish within the hour then start marching toward the city. Kasita has informed us of a small group that broke off from the main army, made up of about ten people. Likely arcanists,” he said, pointing off to the side, much closer to the city than Alyssa really thought was safe. “We have our own team moving to intercept.”

“They can handle the unknown group?”

“Kasita does not believe there are any monsters or fairies involved. If it is just a dozen arcanists, we should be able to handle them easily.”

“Oh. Good. Good.”

“Over the night,” he said, pointing back to the rear of the markers that represented the camp, “an additional group reinforced the existing army, adding at least a hundred more of those weapons you commented on.”

“I have something of a plan to deal with those. A hundred extra shouldn’t matter.”

“Oh?”

“Black powder doesn’t work well at all if it gets really wet.” Earlier, Kasita had confirmed that they were using some kind of dark powder to operate their cannons. Alyssa couldn’t say for absolute certainty that it was black powder, but it would fit if they were just developing gunpowder. The saltpeter was water soluble. If their powder was something that wasn’t water soluble, getting it wet probably wouldn’t help much, but it might still ruin their day even if they were using a more modern version of explosive material.

“Water spells, huh?” the First Prince said, humming to himself. He looked off to one of the Message takers and said, “inform our arcanists of that possible weakness. It would have been nice to know such details last night. Give our arcanists time to prepare such spells.”

“Yeah, well…” Alyssa hadn’t really known at the time. She had spent part of the night looking up medieval cannons and black powder.

“Barring any more strategic information you wish to share, I would suggest making your way down to the rest of the army. We’ve got work to do and wish to avoid distraction as much as possible in the coming hours.”

“Sorry. I’ll just get going then.” Alyssa couldn’t think of much that she could really add. Not at this stage, anyway. She was still hoping to avoid fighting entirely. Both because she wanted to keep her side safe and because she was still relatively sure that the people from the Juno Federation were basically being sent to die. Maybe not this year, but their little conflict had been going on for decades without any real successes.

Maybe all the soldiers here were political dissidents or something like that.

Rushing down to the draken stables after being shooed out of the war room, Alyssa quickly mounted up. Izsha had already been saddled and armored up with the armor Alyssa had made for the meeting earlier. Dasca, Ensou, Musca, and the others were gone. It was just Izsha left. It did make her wonder why she hadn’t been called earlier whenever Brakkt had gone. Maybe he thought she had managed to get to sleep and hadn’t wanted to disturb it, letting her rest for a few minutes longer.

Whatever the case… “You ready to go?”

“I am always ready.”

Alyssa started for a moment. For an instant, just the briefest instant, she thought Izsha responded to her. But, in the very next instant, she recognized that voice. Glancing to her side, she narrowed her eyes at Bastiel. She thought about telling the ever present angel that she wasn’t speaking to her. In the end, she decided that it was likely pointless. All angels were inhuman, but Bastiel felt so much less human than any other that Alyssa wasn’t even sure that it was worth wasting her breath.

Though it did remind her of telepathy once again. Telepathically communicating with Kasita might have been convenient. But for Izsha, it might be one of the only ways to truly have a conversation.

Unfortunately, as with every other time the thought had popped into her head, there just wasn’t time at the moment to continue exploring that topic. She hadn’t even continued her conversation with Bastiel about telepathy the night before, so she was effectively right where she started in that regards.

Even without mind reading, Alyssa read enough of Izsha’s body language to know that it was ready. And, as soon as a guard shoved open the door for them, Izsha took off at speed, racing through the streets of Lyria, faster even than it had done the first time Alyssa had ridden the draken.

Alyssa was far calmer this time, trusting Izsha.

Right around the city wall, Alyssa got an incoming Message.

~Sorry for the delay,~ Kasita’s voice echoed in her head. ~I’m currently putting your idea into action, so there might not be a chance for a follow up message for some time.~ Which meant that she was deliberately letting herself be overheard? Probably. ~The soldiers here are tired, hungry, and quite clearly going to lose today’s battle. Especially with us knowing about their secret weapon. The only real change to the situation since my last report to the war room is that they also have smaller guns as well. Like your shotgun except only one bullet at a time? I think that’s how they work.~

Muskets too? Unless Kasita only recently discovered them, that really should have been something she reported back immediately. Alyssa waited for a bit more, but it was quite clear that that was the end of the Message. Maybe all that would fit into a Message—Alyssa hadn’t ever really tested the limits.

“Message. Kasita. Understood. Take care. Stay safe.”

If Kasita wasn’t safe…

Alyssa leaned forward a little more. The wind whipped past her head a little faster as Izsha took her motions for a request to speed up. She hadn’t thought moving faster was possible, but clearly she had been proved wrong.

With that enhanced speed, Izsha tore out of the city and across the fields to the north. The army must have started moving. She saw signs of trampled plants all over the place beyond the fields. But even if an entire army was marching at full speed, it couldn’t even come close to the speed a draken could move at. Soon enough, they came into view.

Alyssa could hardly believe how many people there were. She had been around Lyria for a while. She had seen the force that marched against the monster army the Juno Federation brought to the walls. There had only been a few hundred at that point…

Where had they pulled a few thousand people from? Conscription? Or did they have reserves kept in the wings specifically for this kind of stuff?

Actually, now that she thought about it for a moment longer, that made sense. They expected a war on occasion, but didn’t need a standing army for the vast majority of the time. Not wanting to pay a guard in full for them to just stand around, the city probably paid a reduced amount under the expectation that they would rise to situations like these and had them do farm work or some other profession in the time they weren’t needed.

It was probably something she could have asked about, but it just hadn’t occurred to her.

Izsha didn’t hesitate upon finding the army. There were gaps between rows and columns of marching soldiers. Izsha used them to great effect, dashing between soldiers—probably giving them mild heart attacks in the process—and homed in on the other draken.

Brakkt headed the group. Or perhaps the Black Prince headed the group. He was in his full armor, helmet included. His enchanted sword glowed brightly at his side, looking somehow eager as if it was anticipating being used. Companion and Irulon were flanking him with Fela trailing not far behind. They were all mounted on Ensou, Pesca, Musca, and Dasca, respectively.

“Glad you could join us,” Irulon said as Alyssa and Izsha neared. “We weren’t sure if you were coming.”

“I expected someone to let me know when everything started…”

As one, Companion and Irulon looked toward Brakkt. “Hm.” “Hm.”

“It’s fine,” Brakkt said. “There was no need for you to sit around and watch while the army gathered and readied.”

Alyssa… didn’t disagree. She would still have rather at least known that people were heading out. But it wasn’t that big of a deal. She was here now. “How long will it take to reach the opposing force?”

“Depends on their speed. There are still a few hours before daybreak. I’ve been told that they have left their camp and are marching approximately directly toward us now. We’ll know more once we get a more accurate estimate on how quickly they can move.”

“Right… I have a few preparations to make,” Alyssa said. It was something she had been brainstorming up while talking with Bastiel—who was still hovering near her, having not been inconvenienced in the slightest by Izsha’s speed—and thought would help solve everything. Hopefully. “I’ve got to test a few things, so unless something vital crops up…”

“We can leave you alone.”

“Good. Thanks.”

Narrowing her eyes and concentrating her focus, Alyssa looked up to the clear skies with dawn on the horizon.

            

    
        046.006 War - Dawn

    
    
    
    
                The morning light of the sun peeked over the horizon, casting a wave of light over two gathered armies. Without a cloud in sight, not even a small shadow fell over either side.

Medieval wars were, quite possibly, the stupidest things Alyssa had ever seen. Lyria’s army was standing in a number of rows. Bowmen, pikemen, knights, arcanists… All just lined up like they were going to get lunch at the school cafeteria. Most stood in silence. Some whispered to their neighbors in some kind of nervous yet good-humored attempt at distracting themselves. More than one person had a prayer on their lips, asking Tenebrael for protection or for a swift death to their opponents. Those near her were especially vocal, maybe hoping that Alyssa would hear those prayers.

She was trying to avoid eye contact with just about everyone.

There was at least a mile, probably more, of empty desert terrain in front of the Lyrian army. Like the rest of the desert, it was fairly barren. A few sagebrushes were scattered about. A few larger rocks as well. It was a fairly clear area. Presumably good for an even fight, though that was one of the stupid things. Why would the Juno Federation walk out to some place that was roughly neutral instead of heading toward terrain that allowed their archers, cannons, and muskets to freely fire on an opposing force that was struggling to reach them?

Maybe the firearms were just too new and they didn’t have proper tactics for effectively using them yet. At the moment, looking through her binoculars at the other side of the no-man’s land, Alyssa could see the Juno Federation doing something similar to what Lyria had done. They were all organized into rows. Musketeers were kneeling down in the front with more rows behind them, much like what Alyssa remembered from her history class as Napoleonic tactics, though they had yet to actually aim their guns. Presumably because the long muskets were heavy and holding them ready for long periods of time was simply impossible.

The Juno Federation’s archers were in the back and cannons were scattered around periodically. The soldiers without long range weapons were waiting in the wings, likely to rush in and intercept any soldiers that made it through the hail of arrows and bullets—to protect the musketeers and archers. Of course, once the melee did start, the musketeers’ effectiveness would drop sharply. What were they going to do at that point? Just stand around and watch the battle?

Alyssa was not a tactician or a soldier. She had no idea how any of this was a good idea. First of all, and another stupid thing, she couldn’t believe that Lyria just stood by and let Juno arrange themselves into lines. Both forces had stopped moving at roughly the same time, but with their heavy cannons and unwieldy muskets, the Juno Federation was far less mobile. The few thousand yards between the two armies was apparently enough to make the longbows ineffective. Alyssa wasn’t exactly sure what the range on the muskets or those cannons were, but given that they weren’t firing, they probably weren’t confident in their range either. Yet Lyria could have rushed forward, swarming them before they could get settled in.

Now, another stupid thing, both sides were just standing around. What were they going to do at this point? Just wait around until one side decided to advance? For the Juno Federation, advancing was not a good idea with their cannons and muskets. They wanted people to come to them. But Lyria were the defenders. They really didn’t have to do anything and they would come out victorious. Lyria had the city at their back. They had quick and uninterruptible supply lines.

So both sides were standing around and only wanted to stand around. Mostly. Brakkt was riding up and down the lines, giving a speech.

“Once again, the Juno Federation is upon us,” he said, orating in a slightly strange way that made Alyssa wonder if his older brother had actually written the speech or if he was just that different on the battlefield. “Many of you were likely not expecting the call to arms last night. Twenty hours is not a lot of time to ready yourselves for war. Yet you are here. You have risen to the challenge. You know what is at stake. Our homes. Our loved ones. Our way of life.”

Unfortunately, Brakkt was riding up and down the lines. That let everyone hear him… but only in bits and pieces. He did have some magic amplifying his voice, but not enough to make it steady while riding Ensou. The lines were long, after all. As such, as he headed away from her, she missed out on a chunk of it. But she was only tangentially paying attention. Most of her focus was on the Juno Federation…

Who seemed to be doing a similar thing. A little pep rally before a battle that was likely to leave most everyone here dead. At least, that was likely what would have happened. On the way here, Alyssa had explained her plan to the others. Brakkt agreed and had offered a small suggestion. A little thing to help boost morale for their side and utterly crush it for the enemies.

Hopefully, anyway. It was a much more grandiose plan than what Alyssa originally had in mind…

But…

“Fear not. Their new weapons will prove ineffective this day.” Brakkt came back into earshot, raising his voice at the same time to perhaps reach even further over the crowd. “Tenebrael Herself is at our side this day.”

That was it. Alyssa’s cue. Biting her lip, she closed her eyes and readied herself.

It was, quite possibly, the most nerve wracking thing she could think about doing. And yet, Brakkt was right. If she pulled this off, it would be so drastically more effective than if she had gone with her original plan.

Alyssa snapped her eyes open, obliterating her sunglasses in the process. Slightly more confident given her recent use, she forced her stomach to play safe as she took off into the air, manipulating gravity as she went. She wished that she could stay right against the ground, or even right above Izsha again. But that wouldn’t be impressive enough.

Her whole goal, their whole plan, it all relied on her being impressive. Not just impressive. Awe inspiring. A terrific display in the archaic sense of the word. Terror inducing.

As she moved, she furthered the magic around her. Dark wings made of Tenebrael’s black light sprouted from her back. A halo outputting a bright light joined them. It wasn’t the brightest she could do, nor was it true divine light. The intention was to be seen. Blinding people so much that they couldn’t see anything would be counterproductive.

It was, however, more than enough to disrupt the Juno Federation’s pep rally. The horseback rider who had been speaking just about fell off his horse when the light first shined. Several members of their army staggered back, not quite breaking ranks, but close.

Throwing a glance over her shoulder, she couldn’t help but notice the Lyrian army being nearly unaffected. Brakkt was still talking. He probably hadn’t even stuttered. Many people had their backs a little straighter and their stance steadier. Seeing what was essentially Tenebrael fly up into the sky over the battlefield had to instill an invincible sense of morale into them.

At the center of the no-man’s-land, Alyssa lifted herself higher into the air. Looking down made her toes curl. Not because the musketeers were taking aim at her. It was the height that had her most nervous. The only reason she wasn’t forcing herself back down was knowledge of a Slow Fall spell card in her back pocket. She could easily cast it should something happen to Tenebrael’s power or her use with the gravity manipulation.

The muskets, on the other hand, were quite simple to deal with.

Alyssa was destroying everything around her that wasn’t her clothes or air. It wouldn’t matter if it was a lead ball or a stone, if it came within three inches of her skin, it would vanish into the aether. Unfortunately, she couldn’t just sit around and take the shots. There would undoubtedly be misses. In fact, although they hadn’t actually fired yet, Alyssa was assuming that there would be a whole lot more misses than there would be bullets on target.

She didn’t have much faith in the accuracy of a first-generation firearm, first-generation firearm wielder, or smooth bore weapons in general.

Juno had not fired on Lyria before, but she had no idea about the distance they could reach when aimed upward. The arc could carry them right into the waiting soldiers.

A series of arrows launched themselves high up toward her. A dark cloud that looked like gnats while they were still at a distance. With her focus on the muskets, the arrows caught her off guard. It was a bit surprising. Luckily, most fell short of her. She didn’t think any of them would go far enough to hit the Lyrian soldiers.

They must have fired the arrows first due to their relative ease of reloading.

Holding her hands out to her sides, two mystic circles formed at her fingertips. One formed a transparent wall of pure magic, ready to obliterate anything it came into contact with, much like what happened to the two arrows that actually managed to reach her.

The other…

A bolt of lightning shot to the sky. A bright flash blinded everyone, forcing them to blink. The crack of thunder shuddered the very landscape. But the lightning was, once again, just for show. Just another intimidation tactic. The real miracle was going on up above.

The formerly cloudless sky darkened. Thick grey clouds coalesced low in the air.

One by one, drops of water fell from the clouds. It started slow. Drip. Drip. Drip. But it picked up speed. For every droplet of rain that hit the ground, another three fell a moment later. The rain grew exponentially. In mere seconds, the light drizzle turned to a torrential downpour. Water soaked into everything. Their gear. Their armor. And most importantly, their black powder.

Alyssa managed to keep the rain only on the Juno Federation’s side of the battlefield. A localized rainstorm that could never be mistaken for random chance. The sky hated them and only them.

Controlling the weather was not a completely unknown magic to the people of Lyria. It was a Rank Six magic that had never been converted from ritual form to the modern spell cards. Irulon had said that she wasn’t sure if it was possible to convert it. Every ritual had to be specifically designed for the local area and the general ambiance of the time. It couldn’t just create water either. If the air was too dry, they couldn’t just make it rain out of nothing. There was a spell that could create water, but only temporarily. Drinking it tended to do nasty things to a person’s body and caused crops to fail. As such, it wasn’t that useful of a spell.

The water raining down on them right now was real. It was up to their ankles. The battlefield had a gradient to it, sending the water off toward the east, toward the river than ran past Lyria. It was starting to become something of a flash flood. Especially at the one end of the lines of soldiers. She could see some gear running off with the water. People lost their balance.

Behind her, the army cheered.

In front of her… despair.

Ten or so muskets fired in her direction. She was pretty sure that more than that were supposed to have fired, but at this point, she doubted they would be able to fire much. It would take filling their muskets with dry powder, loading the bullet, and aiming up toward her all without much water getting inside. The cannons would be in much the same shape.

With just a little water, she put the enemy force at an extreme disadvantage. They lost their surprise weapons. Unless all the marksmen and cannoniers had backup swords, they were now effectively dead weight. There would be dry powder sealed in barrels and kegs—she had seen such reserves through her binoculars—but the moment they unsealed them, it would ruin the powder. A fourth of their army couldn’t effectively fight so long as she kept the rain going. It wasn’t just the gunpowder. Wool hauberks, tabards, and any other cloth would be soaked, making it heavier. Harder to fight in.

Would they still try to fight? Could their few arcanists do something to resolve this situation?

Alyssa watched, looking slowly from one soldier to the next. They were at a loss. She could feel it. Not in any empathetic sense, though she could definitely feel that, but this was different. She could feel their souls. The utter despair and disheartening came through to her sixth sense. Their prophecy was failing already and the battle hadn’t even started. Some were looking toward their arcanists, perhaps wondering the same thing that Alyssa had just thought. Some dropped to their knees, mud sloshing over their bodies.

A few of them, those down near the eastern end of the lines, actually lost their footing entirely. The water rushing down that side of the battlefield was high enough and moving fast enough that even a cannon, cart it was on and all, was no longer steadily anchored to the ground.

If the rain kept going, it wouldn’t be unthinkable for their entire army to be washed away. Which was, after considering for a moment, probably a far crueler way to die than simply casting an Annihilator to wipe them all out. Drowning was, as far as Alyssa could tell, one of the least pleasant deaths possible. Yet if she turned it off, the fight might continue…

The mystic circle in her hand was still working, still creating new water for the massive cloud overhead. Just as she was considering whether or not their morale was low enough for them to simply surrender outright, a voice at her side interrupted her thoughts.

“Warning: Tree Diagram errors detected.” Bastiel went completely stiff, eyes glowing with an intensity that Alyssa hadn’t ever seen on another angel. The angel wasn’t finished with her report, however. Alyssa remained silent, pressing her lips together as she listened to see if this warning was any different than the last several. “Six zero four. Flowchart syntax error. Parse error. Unexpected end of file. Automatic resolution failure. Authority caste notified.”

Bastiel’s eyes flicked to Alyssa, sending tingles down her back. “What does that all mean?” she asked, nerves firing warning sirens in her mind.

“Authority rapid response suggested temporary workaround: Revoke Spokespersons authority via local Dominion for subject Error: Undefined Angel Alyssa Meadows.”

“Wha—”

Alyssa tried to back away from Bastiel. Inexperience working with gravity slowed her. Slowed her too much. Bastiel’s arm snapped out. The angel’s thumb lightly grazed against Alyssa’s forehead.

An ice cold chill ran through Alyssa’s veins. She could almost see her breath forming ice crystals in the air. The divine warmth was gone. The ability to sense souls vanished. She couldn’t feel a hint of despair from the Juno Federation. The mystic circles in her hands shattered into pieces. Both the one continuing the storm and the one keeping gravity from grasping her.

Plummeting, hair whipping past her face as she fell, Alyssa’s stomach tightened into a ball. It took a few seconds before she remembered the spell she had prepared for exactly this situation. The second she thought about it, the Slow Fall spell activated. It thankfully worked just as it had the last time Alyssa used the spell when heading to the Bedehouse. Her descent turned from a rush to a gradual almost sinking into the body of liquid that was thin air.

Her feet gently touched against the ground. There wasn’t even a mild shock to her knees. She landed in an upright position, standing straight up as she looked at Bastiel.

The angel had not followed her to the ground. Five hundred feet up in the air, Bastiel still stared down. Those glowing white eyes, so similar to Tenebrael’s, were visible against the dark storm cloud that was slowly diminishing to nothingness. Her mouth was moving as well. Probably reporting to the other Virtues and Authorities and whoever else Bastiel so frequently communicated with. But from this distance, Alyssa couldn’t hear what was likely a string of errors.

A shout from the Lyrian army pulled her attentions back to the ground. She didn’t know what the shout said—it was too far away, she was surprised that she had heard anything at all—but…

But she was now standing right in the center of two armies. The magic wall she had created to protect Lyria’s people from stray bullets was gone. Her power of absolute obliteration was gone as well. Any bullets or arrows coming her way would actually hit.

She was alone.

Whipping her head back to look at the Juno Federation…

They did not look happy.

Not happy at all.

A sharp crack of a bullet crossing the sound barrier followed a vortex of air rushing past Alyssa’s position. One of the muskets managed to fire. Others had clearly and thankfully failed.

But the archers were picking up the slack. They might have fallen short while aiming for a target high off the ground, but now, Alyssa was well within range. Hundreds of arrows went into the air before vanishing against the darkness of the storm cloud.

Footmen, those who had managed to keep on their feet, were charging forward, chasing the arrows.

            

    
        046.007 War - Escalating Discouragement

    
    
    
    
                The chaos of a battlefield wasn’t entirely foreign to Alyssa. She had gone through her fair share of fights. As such, she knew what to do. It was almost instinct at this point to go invisible. Having essentially planned for this exact outcome since first connecting with Tenebrael and even more since relying on Tenebrael’s power to replace spell cards—directly by casting miracles instead of regular spells or indirectly by creating the spell cards themselves—Alyssa had her backup deck of cards in her satchel.

At the same time as she turned invisible, she activated one of the Fractal spells to create a mirrored barrier between her position and the oncoming arrows.

The plinking rain of metal against magic mirror sounded like thunder to her ears. Though her heart was sure doing its best to drown out the sound.

That had been close. The time between the spell appearing and the first arrow hitting the ground had been less than a second… in the wrong direction. Alyssa wasn’t moving, just staring at the arrow that was half-buried in the ground five feet to her side. A bullet had whizzed by her just seconds ago, but for some reason, the arrow felt far more real.

Probably because that bullet was somewhere off in the distance now and the arrow was right there, touchable.

Tons more were hitting the ground all around her. The mirror she had conjured was not of the domed variety. That Fractal spell would have cut her off completely from the battlefield. She wouldn’t have known if it was safe to emerge as not even Messages worked while separated. But here and now, with just an immobile, flat, and thankfully impenetrable mirror, she couldn’t move anyway. The onslaught of arrows wasn’t stopping. After the first volley hit down in roughly one contiguous curtain, the raining arrows turned into a scattered shower. Invisibility wasn’t going to let her get through that.

Mind racing through her library of spells, she couldn’t think of one that would give her a mobile shield. Maybe there was one, but it was slipping her mind.

But their footmen had been approaching. Surely the arrows would stop once the soldiers came in range. Being invisible, she should be able to easily slip past them. Even if she couldn’t, Spectral Scythe would instantly kill anyone who came within melee range.

Unfortunately, the Lyrian army was charging forward now as well. Or was it actually unfortunate?

Brakkt was at the forefront of the army. He charged forward on Ensou, leaving behind just about everyone else. The only ones able to keep up with him were other draken. Fela on Dasca and Izsha. Neither Irulon nor Companion were sprinting ahead of the main bulk of the army.

Alyssa wanted to tell him to stay away. To keep himself safe. He was clearly coming for her. So were the others.

It gnawed at her stomach. Would the arrows pierce draken hide? Bullets? Brakkt wouldn’t charge in without a plan. Not even for her. Fela, on the other hand, was certainly charging in without any real thought behind it. Her fur might protect her, but her fur didn’t cover her entire body.

They didn’t need to put themselves into danger for her. She could handle things on her own. At the same time, seeing Izsha rushing here, imagining taking Brakkt’s hand and hopping onto Ensou’s back, or simply being carried away by Fela… Alyssa didn’t want to be in this position. She wanted to get to one of them and get safely behind the lines of other men.

But what would that do to their morale? The avatar of Tenebrael, fleeing from battle?

Was that what this was all about? The Juno Federation’s stupid prophecy of victory? Was that inscribed so heavily into the black book that it couldn’t shift?

Alyssa grit her teeth as the thought occurred to her.

The battle was going to begin in earnest now. She had been trying to avoid that. To utterly crush the Juno Federation’s morale until they knelt down in despair, surrendering for lack of anything else they could do. But she had failed. Her falling from the sky must have sparked enough hope to get them charging across the battlefield again. Had that been what Bastiel wanted? Was this war somehow so integral to the continued functioning of the universe that she had to find a way to reignite it? Or was it just a small divot on an endless road that the angels were forced to smooth over?

What was the angel’s true goal?

Or what was the plan of the Throne?

Alyssa couldn’t imagine one little battle on one little planet among an entire universe would matter that much.

So was it her? Once again, was this something Alyssa had caused simply because she was some abomination, as Adrael had put it?

Alyssa’s fingers rubbed over an Annihilator card. There was a definite temptation. She could put a stop to this. Blasting the Juno Federation off the face of the planet would keep her side safe. Lyria would suffer little to no casualties. But… the reverse thought occurred to her as well. What if the Juno Federation was meant to lose the battle? The whole prophecy could have been a ploy to get them out here, ready to be slaughtered by Lyria. Angels weren’t supposed to lie, but Adrael might. Even if she hadn’t lied, Alyssa had heard the words to another prophecy back at the Society of the Burning Shadow’s outpost. The words had clearly described Alyssa—or at least Irulon—walking around their fort, but they had interpreted it as a traitor among them. She hadn’t heard the exact phrasing of this prophecy, so who knew how poorly it was being interpreted.

It was too much.

If she kept thinking, she would just end up locked in indecision. No matter which way she put her foot down, it might be a trap set by an angel. Yet standing still might be a trap as well.

This was what she had wanted to avoid by connecting directly to the Throne.

An angel screwing her over.

She had let her guard down around Bastiel.

Maybe slipping away once Bastiel mentioned her warning would have been wise. It had seemed to require a physical touch to sever her connection to Tenebrael. Running might have spared her long enough for her to get back to Brakkt… Maybe just that would have given the Juno Federation a spark of morale anyway. It was too late to consider what she might have done.

What can I do?

That was the really important question.

Reconnect to Tenebrael?

Doing so put her into a trance of sorts. Her body would be vulnerable… though if the invisibility remained, perhaps that wouldn’t matter. As long as she didn’t take too long…

But Bastiel would likely sever it again. Even trying might trigger the angel to action. And if she did something while Alyssa was in the middle of connecting, who knew what the consequences might be.

Then what? Blast an Annihilator? She couldn’t do that. It wasn’t that she was balking at the idea of slaughtering an entire army—though there was some of that—it was who was in that army. Kasita was out there somewhere, among the enemy’s force. Annihilating the enemy without finding her was unforgivable. So… Wait for Brakkt? Fight like a regular soldier, reaping souls with a scythe instead of a sword?

Bastiel might not let her do even that. If the angels didn’t like her stopping this war, why would she let her stop it in a different manner?

The angel was still high up in the air, watching. Brakkt was racing toward her. At the speed the draken moved, it wouldn’t be long before he reached her. A mile wasn’t much of a distance to them.

Alyssa couldn’t sit in inaction any longer. First and foremost, she had people she cared about that needed to be kept safe. Safe as safe as possible given the current circumstances, that was. Pulling out a Message spell, she said, “Message. Brakkt. I’m fine. The army needs you to lead them. Stay with them, we’ll meet up later. Keep Fela and Izsha safe.”

The second she finished talking, Brakkt and Ensou started to slow. Alyssa breathed a sigh of relief, glad that Brakkt trusted her enough to not rush forward like she was some kind of damsel in distress. It made her feel so much better, just that little bit of trust.

Fela and Dasca lunged forward ahead of him, but he turned his head and shouted something. They both slowed shortly after.

Izsha did not stop. If anything, it sped up. Even though his helmet covered his face, Alyssa could tell that Brakkt was shouting after Izsha. Even with that, the draken did not slow.

Alyssa grit her teeth, about to send a Message to the dumb draken, only for her grit teeth to morph into a tight grin. With Izsha, she would be incredibly mobile. Hundreds of options would open up to her that hadn’t been there before. But she needed to get Izsha to her safely. Coming back from the dead might have given Izsha some undue confidence, but without Tenebrael’s connection, Alyssa wouldn’t be able to easily replicate that feat or even heal anyone if they got injured, which had been a prerequisite to full-ish resurrection.

To that end, Alyssa pulled out her least favorite spell.

Fractal Mirror.

Shards of glass surrounded Alyssa. Each pane displayed a different version of a few seconds into the future. She was used to this spell… mostly. Without being caught off guard and knowing roughly what she wanted from the situation, Alyssa quickly got to searching through the possible futures. With her distaste for the spell, she only had one more in her permanent deck and no ability to simply conjure them from nothing at the moment, so she had to make them count.

Through the mirrored glass, she got information that would have otherwise been difficult to discern.

The Juno Federation was approaching, but were still quite far off. Naturally. Draken could move incredibly quick compared to humans. There was no way that people could possibly run to Alyssa’s position faster than Izsha. That meant that the arrows would still be a problem for the foreseeable future.

And arrows were a problem.

Glancing hits would deflect with minimal damage to Izsha’s tough scales. If they skimmed its side on the way down or it at the wrong angle, they would harmlessly bounce off. More direct hits were not so harmless. Alyssa witnessed countless futures where Izsha wound up brought down due to arrows hitting directly against its head, eyes, and legs. Its back was surprisingly a strong point even against direct arrows. A consequence of thicker scales and the saddle occupying quite a large surface area.

In those futures, alternate versions of Alyssa tried a number of things to keep both herself and Izsha safe. Hardening spells helped, but required proximity. Speed from Accelero worked extremely well, but again, Alyssa couldn’t activate that without physically touching Izsha beforehand lest she leave the draken in real time. Shoving all those shards aside, Alyssa searched for a future in which Izsha reached her without any injuries.

The search did reveal something nasty. Bastiel was not passive. Any time Alyssa made a move to directly attack the Juno Federation’s army, she stepped in. Annihilator blasts were snuffed out with but a whimper—apparently some few future versions of Alyssa decided to try the spell despite Kasita being possibly caught in the blast. Fractal spells to literally decimate swathes of the army were swatted aside. Even smaller things such as an All Shall Burn were deflected.

For a moment, Alyssa thought to find a future in which she got rid of the angel, but she couldn’t find one where she even came close. Interestingly, no future showed her reconnecting with Tenebrael. They didn’t even show her trying. It wasn’t like she tried and died or otherwise failed. Plenty of the shards showed her death—any that did destroyed themselves, yet she could still remember those futures. It felt more like the spell itself simply couldn’t account for the act of reconnecting.

And without Tenebrael’s power, Alyssa doubted she had a chance at harming the angel.

So she ignored that option and continued her search for Izsha’s safe arrival.

It took a few moments, but she eventually found it.

The solution was quite simple. Direct attacks against the Juno Federation were answered. But an Annihilator blast straight into the sky to destroy arrows? That, Bastiel apparently felt was an acceptable course of action. With Fractal Mirror, Alyssa didn’t have to time it right. She just had to select the one in which the sky blast successfully resulted in Izsha making it. And she had to touch it.

With the way Fractal Mirror worked, reality seemed to skip forward. Alyssa didn’t actually carry out the actions shown in the shard of glass. One moment, she had been standing near her shelter, surrounded by a whirlwind of image-laden glass. The next, she was standing out in the open, feeling the heat haze of a recently cast Annihilator against her face.

It was so sudden and there were so many other memories no etched into her mind that Alyssa didn’t move for a few moments. Sorting out which one actually happened compared to the rest took long enough that another volley of arrows was coming her way. The Juno Federation was apparently not as cowed by the Annihilator as they should have been.

But it didn’t matter. Izsha was at Alyssa’s back. With the mirror providing a general area to look, Izsha’s sense of smell helped her hone in on Alyssa. Reaching out, Alyssa planted a hand on Izsha’s flank and immediately cast Accelero.

A silence rolled over the landscape. She hadn’t even realized how much noise was being made by both charging armies until it all stopped. It wasn’t just the arrows that slowed to a crawl. The falling arrows froze in mid air. Some, uncomfortably close. She could see their gleaming tips in the sunlight…

And there was quite a bit of sun now too. Her Annihilator had destroyed what was left of her own storm cloud. All that was left were some circular rings along the edges of where her Annihilator would have been. Not that it mattered too much. The rain had essentially stopped the moment Bastiel cut off her power. Juno Federation had spare gunpowder that they would definitely be putting to use soon.

As she stared upward, Alyssa glared at Bastiel. The angel was still watching her, though that wasn’t much of a surprise. Adrael had, after a few moments of acclimatization, been able to move normally relative to Alyssa. Bastiel would likely be able to do the same.

She would have to be dealt with. Sooner rather than later. With Izsha, even if Bastiel reverted her to normal time, she had the mobility to get away from human enemies.

Quickly, before Bastiel did do something like that, Alyssa sent a text to Tenebrael. If that angel could get rid of the other angel, everything would be so much easier. Alyssa would be able to reconnect and stop the fighting. This time, rather than rain, she thought she would simply modify gravity on a wide scale, forcing everyone to the ground. That sounded like a good way to immediately stop all hostilities and allow the Lyrians to capture everyone. She should have thought of it before, but she hadn’t fallen to the ground under gravity’s power then.

For now…

Alyssa swung her legs up and over Izsha’s side. The draken didn’t even jump in surprise despite Alyssa’s invisibility. Opening her mouth, she almost told Izsha to take her back to the Lyrian back lines. But the moment she did, she thought again about the possibility of fresh black powder somewhere in the Juno Federation’s supply lines.

If they got all their cannons working, those things would tear apart swathes of people from Lyria.

“Charge forward,” Alyssa said, recasting the larger version of the invisibility spell to cloak Izsha too, just in case. It also had the benefit of allowing everyone to see everyone else within the bubble, namely Izhsa at the moment. “Keep an eye out for Kasita as we move.” Without a sense of souls, the mimic would be difficult to locate. Hopefully Izsha would be able to smell something different about her.

Izsha did not offer up a single complaint, nor did it try to head back to Brakkt. As soon as Alyssa pointed a direction, Izsha carried them off.

Given that an angel could screw both them over at any time, Alyssa felt like she was being given far too much trust. At the same time, she couldn’t just do nothing.

Izsha was charging straight through the soldiers. And it wasn’t being all that careful about avoiding smacking a tail or a foot into them. That wasn’t to say that it was deliberately trying to smack into every person, it just wasn’t going out of its way to not whip its tail against every other soldier’s helmet. For the Juno Federation, it… had to be horrifying. From their perspective, people were suddenly collapsing, likely dead. Some with crushed helmets. Others with giant talons piercing the thick armor of their chest. They might think it was a spell of some sort, but there would be nothing to indicate one thing or another.

Alyssa tried to pay them little mind as she directed the draken toward one of the cannons. Once pointed out, it didn’t take long to get there, leaving a trail of injured or dead in their wake. From there, Alyssa quickly spotted a keg with a cork in the end. It looked just like the powder kegs in pirate movies. It wasn’t that large, being small enough that one person could lift it and dump the powder into the cannon, but it had likely survived the rainstorm.

A fireball launched out from Alyssa’s spell card. Even though time was effectively stopped because of Accelero, the fireball continued to its target like nothing was wrong. Probably because it had been touching her at the time of casting. The actual explosion clearly started, Alyssa could see the bright red embers and sparks clinging to the sides of the barrel, but that did not continue.

Hopefully everything would explode once time started. For now… “Find more of those barrels. As many as possible.” A thwack of Izsha’s tail on their way to the next cannon sent the heavy weapon downward as the wheel broke off, barrel of powder falling as well. Although they moved when hit, they quickly slowed, freezing mid-air.

Every cannon seemed to have three separate kegs. Alyssa quickly realized that she would run out of fire spells if she kept blasting at them individually. There were a lot of cannons. Hundreds? Too many. That was for sure. Even if she gathered the three together and hit them all as one with a fireball, it would be far too many.

So she started gathering them to a central point. Behind each battery of cannons, there were a pair of carts, each of which held dozens of powder kegs. Gathering up all the kegs from the cannons to the central distribution carts would take time, but time was the one thing Alyssa had an abundance of at the moment.

For each keg they gathered, they destroyed its associated cannon. Just doubling up on their certainty that those weapons wouldn't be able to be used. It was far less elegant a solution than an awe-inducing maelstrom, but it was probably far more certain of an option.

Once they finished, Alyssa pulled out another Fireball spell card.

The moment the flames left her fingertips, a flurry of feathers appeared before her.

Bastiel emerged, swatting the fire away like it was a gnat.

Alyssa blinked, taken aback. She hadn’t forgotten about the angel, but she was just surprised that this was when she chose to intervene. Destroying the cannons hadn’t mattered, but the powder did? Or was it just that destroying a few cannons wasn’t enough to significantly change the plotted course of the future but blasting a crater in the middle of the army was?

Probably that latter option, now that Alyssa thought about it.

Still, she wouldn’t be deterred.

Spectral Chains lashed out, dragging Bastiel to the ground. A second fireball followed, careening over the top of Bastiel to splash against those kegs. Sparks and fire started, but quickly froze to temporally match their surroundings.

“Next set of cannons,” Alyssa said, keeping the chains around Bastiel.

Izsha took off, dragging the angel behind them.

“Soul energy tether interfering with tertiary objective. Resolution requested,” Bastiel said, voice completely calm as she spoke in a completely robotic manner. That was despite being dragged across the ground. Alyssa tried to ignore her as she focused on gathering up another group of gunpowder barrels.

Until she started talking again.

“Resolutions proffered. Testing. Shutting down; restarting: failed. Disconnect reconnect: failed. Attempting to restore last known good file state: failed.” As Bastiel continued to talk, she started talking faster and faster, sounding like a recording that was being sped up to unintelligible levels. After about twenty seconds of that, she stopped. “Success. Logging resolution for future use.”

As soon as she stopped talking, the Spectral Chains shattered.

Bastiel stood, lifting herself to her feet without using her wings. Her clothes were completely clean and pristine. Alyssa just gaped as those glowing eyes turned toward her—only Tenebrael had been able to break Spectral Chains before. “Subject Error: Undefined Angel Alyssa Meadows determined to disrupt Tree Diagram flowchart.” Those glowing eyes turned, locking onto Alyssa. “Authority suggested action: Escalate discouragement.”
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                Bastiel’s four wings spread wide.

Whatever ‘discouragement’ was supposed to mean, it clearly included rushing head-on toward Alyssa. Spectral Chains lashing out slowed the angel for a moment. Only a moment. Her body shuddered as the chains burst into fragments of twinkling light. Cricking her neck to one side, Bastiel resumed her charge.

She wasn’t moving as fast as Alyssa had seen Tenebrael and Iosefael move during their fight. For that, Alyssa was thankful. It gave her the opportunity to try out something new, rather than just turn into jelly splattered across the armor of the soldiers around them.

A Spectral Scythe materialized in Alyssa’s outstretched palm. She spun it around, bringing it to bear against the angel while remaining careful to avoid Izsha. The draken couldn’t see their opponent, but it was smart enough to know that they were under attack and was already taking action to get them both out of the area. It wouldn’t be able to. As a draken could outrun a human, an angel could outrun a draken. It might be best to go on foot from here on out. Izsha’s mobility… would probably not be that helpful.

Though the angel did stop her flight toward Alyssa. It was the spell. It had to be. Alyssa hadn’t actually tested the spell against angels before, but it had spectral in its name and thus, she thought it might work. It seemed to be doing the job right now and she had yet to even swing it at the angel.

“Take us to the next group of cannons,” Alyssa said, voice commanding. Bastiel had not done anything to the powder kegs that Alyssa had hit with a fireball. They were still going to explode once time resumed flowing as normal. As long as that didn’t change, then Alyssa had an alternate victory condition that did not involve attempting to kill an angel. She just had to finish blowing up all the black powder.

As Izsha turned to carry out Alyssa’s directive, the angel spoke once again.

“Subject manifested extended soul extraction miracle. Manifestation logged. Suggest review of applications toward Principality soul collection duties. Threat analysis complete. Threat level to mortals: Extreme. Threat level to this terminal: Minimal.”

Alyssa’s first thought was a succinct Great. Then she thought of something else that wasn’t simply dismissing it and hoping some other spell would be viewed as a greater threat. “Oh yeah? You think so?” Alyssa called out to the angel. “You might want to check that analysis a bit more! This thing tore Archangel Adrael in two!”

Luminosity cut off as Bastiel actually blinked. “Subject attempting subterfuge. Subterfuge attempt: Unsuccessful.”

“Check your records, Bastiel. When was the last time Adrael went to the Endless Expanse? Where is she now? You won’t be able to find her. She’s dead! Or whatever counts as a dead for an angel.”

Again, Bastiel stopped. This time, however, she cocked her head to one side. “Query reje… Quer-r-ry ack-k-nowledged. Now checking records.”

Bastiel remained right where she was, even as Izsha continued forward. She was so focused on keeping the angel in sight that Alyssa just about lost her breakfast when she noticed Izsha chomping down on one of the powder kegs. Alyssa flinched back, half expecting the dumb draken to lose its head. But the keg didn’t go off. Though Alyssa was pretty sure that it was about to the moment time started up again. Izsha, still with it in its mouth, carried the keg over to the larger cart with all the reserve gunpowder.

Doing it like that rather than having Alyssa drag them over one by one resulted in a much quicker setup this time. Even though Alyssa was sure that at least one of those kegs was ready to blow, she still launched a ball of fire at the gathered kegs before moving on. Just to be absolutely sure.

The next group of cannons was across a wide battalion of musketeers. They each probably had a small amount of black powder that wasn’t ruined by the rain. Hadn’t people kept gunpowder in animal horns? Like those of bulls… those were probably waterproof. The powder in the guns might be ruined, but they could probably find a way to clean that out and get to firing.

There wouldn’t be time to search through the armor they wore. It was all long, duster-like outfits made of wool. It probably wouldn’t be hard to find the powder, but there were just too many of them. At least three rows of musketeers.

Gritting her teeth, Alyssa held out her arm. The scythe in her hands passed through the chests of all the men who were unfortunate enough to be in the front row. Even with time stopped, she could tell when the light of life left their eyes. Yet they stood upright. It was… supremely disturbing. Disgusting, even. The cankering gnaw in her stomach tightened to the point where she was actually relieved when Bastiel appeared in front of her in a flurry of feathers.

“Query complete.”

Alyssa quickly shifted the scythe, pulling the souls from the tip. Even though there were over a dozen all gathered together at the top, she could feel them separate from each other. At a thought, the souls began compressing themselves down into over a dozen gems. Tucking them safely into her satchel might not seem like the best of ideas with a hostile angel in front of her, but she felt she had to do so if only to help relieve any suffering they might feel because of her actions. She could hardly fight an angel with all those souls clinging to her scythe anyway.

She probably would have tried anyway if Bastiel had been attacking. But she wasn’t. The angel was speaking. Alyssa missed the first part because of her concentration on the souls, but the rest…

“-months prior. Status at the time: Active; Assigned to Nod for restructuring. Current status of Archangel Adrael: Unknown; Assigned to Nod for restructuring. Current location of Archangel Adrael: Unknown. Intended destination of Archangel Adrael: Unknown. Time of loss of contact: Unknown. S - Source Route Failed. Echo reply failure. Further diagnostic of unreachable host will be carried out by the Virtues of the Throne. Report concludes. Is there anything else with whic—”

A twitch in Bastiel’s neck jerked her head to the side as she cut herself off. There was a shift in the angel’s posture that Alyssa took as immediately hostile.

But there was apparently a flaw in Virtues. One that was exploitable.

“Bastiel,” Alyssa said. “Tell me the complete status of Principality Iosefael.”

The angel clenched her jaw tight enough to grind her teeth together. Yet it was almost like she had a dentist hovering over her, prying open that jaw with heavy-duty machinery.

“Q-Q-Que-ry accepted.”

Once again, Bastiel put on a pleasant expression on her face, despite all that clenched teeth from a moment ago. She was the perfect picture of the helpful angel that she had been to Alyssa up until a few minutes ago. If someone had wiped her memory of the last little bit, she wouldn’t have even known that Bastiel was currently an enemy.

Virtues had a flaw. They were too helpful. Completely unable to reject a question. As long as Alyssa didn’t ask about something restricted, she would probably be able to keep this up indefinitely.

There were only ten more sets of cannons. About the same for musketeers, though killing all of them would be… more difficult simply because of how Izsha would have to move for Alyssa to reap their souls. It was probably far kinder to them to simply die. If they wound up in battle, they would likely be killed by sword, which seemed far more… unpleasant to Alyssa. And if they survived that, they would have to try to live through the hell that was hospitals in this world.

Still… best to give the chance to surrender to as many of them as possible. Once all their cannons blew up and half the musketeers collapsed dead where they had been standing… there would hopefully be more than a few surrenders.

Alyssa and Izsha managed to finish and ignite the entirety of the next group of cannons before Bastiel teleported in front of her with a flurry of feathers. It startled her, of course. Bastiel appeared within an arm’s length. She was probably trying to throw Alyssa off guard.

As Bastiel rattled off the status of Iosefael—the Principality was on Earth and all of the hundred or two status reports that apparently were included in Alyssa’s request for ‘complete’ status were stated as being nominal—Alyssa and Izsha raced to the next cannons. This rattle of a report, being much longer than last time, afforded them time to get there and actually start working. Alyssa was hardly listening to the statuses, right up until Bastiel said, “Report concludes.”

Alyssa, smug look on her face, was already ready to ask about Kenziel or maybe just some random name that ended with -el. But Bastiel did not ask if there was anything else that Alyssa needed help with.

“This terminal is now halting requests,” she said with that same polite smile that she had used every time Alyssa had a question that she was happy to answer. “Please direct all further inquiries to alternate Vitrues of the Throne.”

As soon as Bastiel finished talking, her smile dropped. She didn’t look angry. Her face merely went blank. No emotion.

That combined with what she said sent Alyssa’s stomach churning once again. “Bastiel, what is Kenziel’s complete status? And her complete history, from creation to—”

“This terminal is not accepting requests. Currently prioritizing minimization of errors within the Infinite-State Machine. No attempts at information retrieval will be made.”

Alyssa pressed her lips together, chewing the corner of her lip. Bastiel wasn’t attacking. Not yet, anyway. She was staring at the scythe in Alyssa’s hands. Perhaps Adrael’s unknown status was cause for concern after all. Something made Izsha still. Maybe it was the smell of fear, the way Alyssa had abruptly stopped talking, or maybe just her posture, whatever it was, it was enough to communicate the change in status quo. Izsha’s stillness turned to readiness in the blink of an eye, as the draken prepared to flee at the first sign of trouble.

But the way Bastiel was still staring gave Alyssa a new idea. A new chance to try something that might ward off the angel just a little bit.

“I’m an angel, right?”

“Information retrieval—”

“This isn’t information retrieval! I am asking what you know, Virtue Bastiel.”

Bastiel went silent for a long moment. Her stare shifted from the scythe to Alyssa’s face, as if trying to decide based entirely off her looks. Eventually, she nodded. “Error: Undefined Angel Alyssa Meadows last status lookup classified the subject as Error: Undefined Angel.”

“And angels cannot lie, correct? Then when I say that this scythe can be used against angels…” Alyssa trailed off. She shouldn’t need to say more. An information specialist would surely be able to put two and two together.

“Analysis indicates held weapon not a threat to any divine entity.”

“But it is. Because I say so.” Alyssa pressed her lips together as an extension of this thought occurred to her. “In fact, I am authorized by the Throne to carry out my tasks today. Everything, including the errors in Tree Diagram, are as they should be. It is all part of the plan, just a part you are not aware of.”

“Inconceivable.”

“Exactly!” Alyssa snapped her fingers. “You can’t conceive of the true scope of everything the Throne has planned.”

Bastiel opened her mouth for a moment, hesitating but eventually saying, “It is my purpose.”

“Your purpose? To know everything the Throne has planned? You, a mere Virtue, are claiming to be on the level of the Throne? Know your place!” Alyssa spat.

“I— I—”

It seemed to be working, so Alyssa pressed forward before Bastiel could stutter anything more. “Meanwhile, I am an Unknown Angel. You can’t even conceive of what I am! How can you, an Authority, or any other Virtue claim to have dominion over me when you can’t even fit me into your narrow little worldview? How can you say that anything I am doing is the wrong course of action? You can’t account for me. You can’t predict me. I exist outside the hierarchy of angels.”

Bastiel did not respond at all this time. She remained unmoving where she floated. Her mouth was slightly agape and her eyes still tracked Alyssa, but other than that, she did nothing at all.

“Izsha,” Alyssa said, thumb fingering her only other Fractal Mirror spell card. She had half a mind to try it, just to see if Bastiel would ignore an Annihilator if she cast one. But… if Bastiel wasn’t going to do anything at all, it would be best to give the opposing force the opportunity to surrender. Surrender, after all, had likely been the projected outcome of the storm had Alyssa not been knocked from the sky.

That meant it was likely the outcome with the most errors in the black book. At this point, Alyssa wanted to cause as many errors as possible.

“Let’s finish our task,” Alyssa eventually settled on.

Although she said so, it was harder now to keep working. Even more than she had been just ten minutes prior, Alyssa was keeping an eye on Bastiel. At any moment, the angel could logic her way out of the argument. All it really would take, in Alyssa’s opinion, was realization that the only reason Bastiel was calling her an angel and not a mortal was because Alyssa had asked to be seen as an angel. And she had only done so for the convenience of not having to ask questions under the pretense of misunderstanding.

But, of course, Alyssa was a mortal. Complete with mortal agencies. Bastiel was an angel, locked in the programming that forced her to interfere with Alyssa’s initial plan in the first place. Given that Virtues were lower in the hierarchy of angels than Dominions, Alyssa really had to wonder what other Dominions were like. Or even what Tenebrael had been like once upon a time. She had mentioned it upon returning to her proper duties after banishing the Astral Authority, something about not feeling like her usual self. If she had taken too long, would she have reverted back to a rules-following angel hell-bent on removing monsters, magic, and even Alyssa from her world?

And if Bastiel was a typical example of a middle-ranked Second Sphere angel, Alyssa couldn’t even imagine what the First Sphere might be like. They probably couldn’t even speak. Not in any human language, anyway. Alyssa pictured them making that horrid grinding and screeching noise that her grandfather’s computer had made when she was very young.

Imagining them opening their mouths and having that come out made her laugh. Actually laugh. Maybe part of it was her nerves.

Whatever it was, it didn’t disturb Bastiel’s stupor. Alyssa and Izsha finished up not only that group of cannons, but the next four after it as well. Over halfway done. Alyssa tried not to let her guard down, but it was a bit difficult when Bastiel was still hovering clear back at the other group of cannons. The angel hadn’t moved still. If not for her floating above the ground, Alyssa would probably be unable to see her at all.

Though keeping her in sight probably didn’t matter much when the angel could just teleport around.

Alyssa took the opportunity to check her phone and to send a fresh text to Tenebrael, informing the Dominion that she had clearly broken the Virtue.

The second she hit the send button, feathers exploded around her. Black feathers. Wonderful, familiar, black feathers.

Unlike Adrael, Tenebrael suffered no issues related to the altered flow of time. She appeared just out of sight to Alyssa’s side, but moved in front of her before Alyssa could even turn her head. Arms crossed over her chest, Tenebrael did not look like the happiest angel. Though certainly happier than the effectively comatose Bastiel.

“It’s about time,” Tenebrael said. Rolling her eyes, she glanced off into the distance. “Making me skulk about in my own world. Really, trading me for one of those? I thought we were closer than that, Alyssa Meadows.”

“That’s Error, Unknown Angel Alyssa Meadows to you,” Alyssa said in a half-joking tone of voice.

Izsha threw a glance back, but upon not finding any real concern or worry in Alyssa—and getting a small nod of Alyssa’s head that was supposed to convey just that—it apparently decided to continue forward with the plan to screw over the Juno Federation’s siege weapons.

Tenebrael, meanwhile, was just giving Alyssa a strange look. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“No idea, but it is what broke Bastiel over there, so I’m not arguing right now.”

“But… what—”

“I don’t know if you should think about it too much either. You might break too. Just go and toss Bastiel into your prison before she snaps back to normal.”

“If I thought that would get rid of the Virtue, I would have done so long ago. Make no mistake, Alyssa Meadows, I have not avoided this angel out of fear. More, out of annoyance.”

“Annoyance,” Alyssa repeated, voice flat. “You’ve been hiding because Bastiel would… annoy you?”

“Not just Bastiel. If I catch the attention of a Virtue, I’m sure they will become very interested in me. As a collective, that is. It has been a long time since I last saw one and I still remember exactly what they’re like. It will follow me around indefinitely. Only stopping once it… well, once it does what I assume this one has done to you. Gotten in your way because you’re messing things up, am I correct?”

“You read my text.”

“Exactly!”

“But I don’t see why you can’t just solve that by tossing her into your prison. She can’t escape, right?”

“This Virtue might not be able to escape, but what of the rest of them?” Tenebrael waved a tired hand. “They all share everything they know with each other. Much like those two with their connected souls. Get rid of one Virtue and another will just pop up to take its place. Probably a much angrier Virtue given what happened to the first. Can’t exactly throw them all into solitary confinement. It isn’t the biggest physical space and was not easy to create. Best to avoid them altogether. Especially because of how closely they work with Authorities. I’ve never actually spoken to one but, from what I know of them, they would be no more pleasant to have around.”

At first, Alyssa was about to call Tenebrael lazy. Surely she could create more prisons if she really needed to. Surely there were a finite number of Virtues out there. To a mortal with limited time like Alyssa, it would be a nearly impossible task, but Tenebrael wasn’t mortal at all. She could spend the next ten thousand years chucking Virtues into little boxes if she needed. It would be annoying, there was no doubt there, but if it got half the angels off her back, it would probably be worth it.

But then she got to thinking about the implications of what Tenebrael said. And, after thinking through those implications, she had just one question. “If they’re all connected by a hive mind, and I broke one of their minds, what happens to the rest?”

“Well… Mhmm…” Tenebrael frowned and put a thumb to her chin.

“Did I just make half of the Endless Expanse lock up like a faulty computer?”

“I…”

“Is that bad? Are other angels going to notice?”

“That’s…”

Alyssa glanced around, expecting comedic timing to manifest with a flurry of feathers from a thousand angels. It didn’t. But now she had a new thing to worry about.

“I want to connect with the Throne directly.”

Tenebrael stared for a long moment. Slowly, she nodded her head. “Having someone else around with true divine power might come in handy. If you think you’re ready… We haven’t used the orb half as much as I wanted—”

“When Bastiel took your power from me, I just about tried to connect then and there on my own. The only thing stopping me was this army. Knowing that more Virtues, or more angels in general, will be interested in me and this world… I don’t think I have time to waste. Let me finish what I am doing now, just in case I… won’t be able to do it later.”

“I understand.” Tenebrael said, nodding slowly. “I will keep an eye on the Virtue…” Her solemn look turned to a small grin. “After consuming the souls you’re carrying, that is.”

            

    
        046.009 War - Witness

    
    
    
    
                “Truly brilliant. A mortal came up with this?”

“You don’t have to call Irulon ‘a mortal’. You know her name. I know you do.”

“Yes, but for me, her status as a mortal makes this far more impressive than simply saying her name. Thus, not calling her by name is a term of honor and endearment.”

“Uh huh. I think she would find far more honor in knowing that you remember her name at all. And calling her a mortal is… disingenuous, I think. Like, because she is a mortal, Irulon shouldn’t be expected to come up with anything intelligent.”

“Exactly!” Tenebrael flashed a smile toward Alyssa before looking back to the toppled over cannon cart.

While the cannon itself was off to the side, half buried in the dirt. The cart’s underbelly had been turned into a theater of sorts. Concerned over what might be happening with other Virtues given Bastiel’s situation—which had yet to change since Alyssa yelled at her—Alyssa thought to check in on the Endless Expanse. Tenebrael took a quick trip to the palace to examine the window spell that Irulon had crafted and returned to cast it herself.

A slightly better version.

Tenebrael could control it at will, not just moving the metaphorical camera around, but adding in audio support as well. There were features that Alyssa had yet to see as well. Dark areas—which didn’t actually seem to exist in the Endless Expanse—could be lit up as if everything were in constant daylight. Field of view could change. Magnification capabilities. World switching without needing to cast a whole new spell…

It was actually quite a lot better than Irulon’s version.

“You know, I haven’t visited the Expanse in quite some time. Years. So many years that I doubt a mortal mind could properly comprehend it.”

“See, now that sounds like you’re using mortal as an insult.”

“I obviously avoided it for the same reason that I’ve been avoiding the Virtues here.” Tenebrael said without so much as a minor acknowledgment of Alyssa’s comment. “I didn’t exactly want others looking into my operations here. Whether those others be Virtues and Authorities, the Astral Authority, or Seraphim. Or even Archangels. I really just like to be left alone most of the time. Maybe not alone. Maybe left to my own devices? I rather enjoy our interactions, for instance.”

Alyssa almost made a snarky comment about that, but had to stop herself. She didn’t exactly disagree. At least not anymore. When they first started interacting, yes, things had been annoying constantly back then. But now, not so much.

Instead, she just heaved the last of the black powder barrels onto the stack and lit a fire underneath. Unfortunately for her, she had run out of Fireball spells. They weren’t something that she ever used, so she hadn’t expected to need so many of them. Especially after wasting a bunch with that first group of cannons.

“Anything look odd?” she asked after making sure that the little Flame spell properly started some sparks in the time-stopped gunpowder.

“The Endless Expanse looks exactly as it did in my memories. Exactly. Apart from myself to a very limited degree, angels are… unable to innovate as a mortal can. Aside from pure inability, there isn’t much reason to either. Angels need neither food, oxygen, or shelter. Once every century or so, an angel might want to have a chat with a friend… but I’m not sure that any angels can actually have friends either. I have Iosefael. Because I have her, she must have gotten at least a little corrupted as I’m sure she sees me as a friend as well.

“Getting sidetracked,” Tenebrael said with a shake of her head. “But because an angel needs nothing apart from the Throne, there isn’t much need to do anything else.”

“Sad.”

“Ahh…” Tenebrael turned away from the window into the Endless Expanse with a smile. “Now you’re pitying me for what I am.”

Alyssa shrugged, leaning back against Izsha as she tossed a glance to her side. They had found Kasita, and she had taken to watching the Endless Expanse with Tenebrael, though she couldn’t see the angel. It had taken a bit of work and advice from Tenebrael, but Alyssa had managed to pull the mimic into the Accelero spell. She, naturally, hadn’t helped much with the moving of heavy canisters of gunpowder. And neither had Izsha, this time. For this last set of cannons, Alyssa had decided to give the draken a break. Running around, trying to move a ton of kegs… it had to be hard work. It was hard work. So Alyssa had done most of this one herself. With Tenebrael keeping an eye on Bastiel, there wasn’t much need to rush.

“But,” Tenebrael said, tone far more serious. “Something certainly propagated out from this Virtue to the rest.”

The exterior view, watching the channels of angels as they swarmed about, shifted and drew closer to the central tower. The Throne’s dwelling place. Or maybe it was the Throne itself? Its interior was the one place within all of the Endless Expanse where she couldn’t actually see the crystal spire. Even from the inside of other enclosed rooms, it was somehow still present.

But not here.

Here, there were hundreds if not thousands of angels swarming about. The walls were lined with tomes, scrolls, tablets, and books of varying sizes and types. All of which was haphazardly tossed on shelves with seemingly little rhyme or reason.

Tenebrael adjusted the viewpoint, bringing it closer to one of those shelves. Lines of Virtues stood about. Some with books in their hands. Others stared at the walls of the library. About an eighth of them were dressed in the same long coat and heavy boots as Bastiel. Others all seemed to wear similar clothes to each other too. One set wore a simple sun dress. Another looked like they were wearing a suit crossed with bath robes. And so on and so on. The angels wearing the different outfits seemed to have decided which to wear based on their hair color. Those with snowy white hair all wore the dark long coat and boots. Red hair wore the sun dress. Their faces were all different…

“Is that like some kind of uniform? Virtues specializing in different tasks wear different clothes or something?”

“No. They simply lack originality,” Tenebrael said. “But look close. A full half of them are not moving. At all. They normally take books off the shelves, check them over, maybe write something down, then put the books back and move on to the next. They never take breaks. They never just stand.”

“So the ones that are standing still are the ones on the same… uh… network? as Bastiel?”

“A close enough metaphor. I am surprised others haven’t noticed already. But they will. Sooner or later, other angels will notice. Other Virtues might try to connect with the still ones to diagnose the problem. Maybe they’ll get stuck too. Maybe not. Authorities are sure to get involved. Other angels will notice eventually too. Things are… probably about to get very noisy. Thanks for that,” Tenebrael said with a half-hearted glare.

“Time frame?”

“Hard to say. Normally, angels don’t pay much attention to Virtues.”

“But this is unprecedented so you have no real idea.”

Tenebrael dipped her head in a nod. Which, really, just made Alyssa scowl. She had expected it, of course. Bastiel might have been able to come up with a more accurate guess had the issue not involved her… Now that the Juno Federation was thoroughly sabotaged, she considered going back and trying to talk to the Virtue once again. If she broke her out of her stupor, maybe nothing big would happen and Bastiel would either go back to passive observation or possibly back to the Endless Expanse. Alyssa might be able to convince her to do nothing at all if her status as an angel kept confusing angels.

Notably, Tenebrael had not commented on that little issue much at all. Alyssa presumed that she was deliberately ignoring it to spare herself from Bastiel’s current situation and, because of that, had not pressed her questions about just what it meant to be considered an unknown angel. When it had initially happened back when Alyssa had been asking a number of questions of Bastiel, it had been strange but nothing particularly stranger than being able to see angels in the first place. Now, she was starting to wonder if it wasn’t an advantage that she could leverage against all angels.

After all, she didn’t need the powers of Tenebrael, or anything else for that matter, if she could just lift a hand and order any angels bothering her to stop under the authority of a higher tier unknown angel.

Alyssa wasn’t going to assume it would be that easy. Some other angel would probably reboot the frozen Virtues and they would figure out a workaround to being confronted with something they couldn’t understand. But for the moment, it bought her time.

“I think it is time,” Alyssa said.

“Are you—”

“Don’t ask if I’m prepared. We’ve done that bit before.”

“Still…” It wasn’t often that Tenebrael looked concerned. Alyssa could probably count the number of times on one hand. But today and now, she was just going to have to deal with it.

“It might never happen if it doesn’t happen now. I almost think I shouldn’t have delayed at all, even to sabotage this whole army. But, in the event that I do explode, I wanted—” Izsha shifted uneasily upon hearing that, interrupting Alyssa. Patting the draken, Alyssa gave some assurance. “I’m sure I’ll be back. Tenebrael and I have been preparing for this. It’s just a little earlier than either of us expected it to be. I just wanted to ensure that all my friends got through this battle at least, in the slim chance that something does happen to me. They will make it through, right?” Alyssa said, looking to Tenebrael.

The angel shrugged. A completely carefree shrug. “Isn’t it wonderful?” she said, pulling the little black book out and holding it open for Alyssa. “I have no idea what is going to happen!”

Alyssa’s first look at one of those black books since learning a little Enochian was… disappointing. The entire page was absolutely covered in script, but she could only make out maybe a tenth of it. Compared to a human-created spell card, the complexity was like going from a children’s picture book to a dissertation on the synthesis and reactivity of transitional metal complexes supported by borato ligands and the functionalization of silica surfaces. While some of the same words could be found in each, the vast majority of the latter just blurred together into incomprehensible nonsense.

There were a few things she could pick out. Many mentions of the concept of souls, for instance. Presumably those were notifications of deaths along with locations, names, or whatever else was considered required knowledge for a Principality’s duties. If given time, she might have been able to make a little more sense of it all. However, for the moment, her eyes were drawn to what were clearly the more recent sections.

The once incomprehensible script took up an utterly alien form. Even without understanding half of the Enochian from before, there was a rhyme and reason to it all. Almost literally in the former’s case. But now, that rhyme was completely absent. Everything she knew about Enochian no longer applied. It looked more like someone had dumped every variation of every character into a hat and decided to pull them out one at a time at random and use that to assemble the concepts the script was meant to convey. Which did not work at all. Not even in the slightest.

Nonsense. Absolute nonsense.

“Is it just your book? What about Iosefael’s book?”

“I’ve not had the opportunity to ask her just yet. Given that none of the Principalities in the Endless Expanse are buzzing about confused and seeking answers from the Virtues, I assume that it is only mine. Or perhaps without you there on their worlds, there has been no need to update their books. Once that happens, they may break. In which case, pandemonium will ensue without a doubt.”

“All the more reason to get this done sooner rather than later.”

Hopefully it would help. If an angel could just touch her and cancel her connection to the actual Throne…

Best to not think that such a thing was possible. If this didn’t work, then she didn’t have even the slightest idea of how to proceed. She supposed she would go back to her idea of trying to hide her soul somehow, though that sounded like a generally terrible idea. Not only had her best idea of becoming a lich sounded absolutely horrid, but if she did die and no angel could find her soul, she would wind up rotting inside her own corpse. Potentially for eternity. Even without everything that she knew about souls and the vessel housing them, that did not sound like a pleasant experience.

“Alright Izsha,” Alyssa said. Then she paused and looked to Tenebrael. “Can you make me a pen really quick?”

Holding out a hand, Tenebrael created a modern ball-point. Alyssa took it and, after pulling out a spare notebook from her satchel, quickly started writing out a few quick letters. Nothing fancy. Just a few notices for Brakkt, Irulon, and Fela. Quick little words to tell them what she was doing and that she would hopefully be back before the battle had even progressed far enough for them to read the entirety of the letters.

Kasita hummed as she read the letters over her shoulder. She, notably even with her behind Alyssa’s back, paid extra attention to the missive to Brakkt.

“I don’t think we’re in love or anything,” Alyssa said after a long few minutes of otherwise silent writing. “We care about each other and like each other, but… it’s just a casual companionship. One I am definitely enjoying. Basically since coming here, I haven’t felt like I could just relax at all. Even during downtime between all the angelic nonsense or monsters or whatever else, I always felt high strung, you know? But when I’m with him, I feel like I can just slow down and take a few minutes to myself.”

“Do you want it to be more?”

“No… Maybe. But not right now.” Alyssa threw a glance around the frozen battlefield. “Especially not right now.”

“Obviously,” Kasita said, tone flat.

“The future in general is just too uncertain to think about anything more long-term.”

“Ufu~ Maybe tomorrow.”

Alyssa raised an eyebrow before throwing a look to Tenebrael and the little black book in her hand. “Maybe. But I think someone else prefers the uncertainty. At least for the time being.”

Folding the letters up and addressing each to the intended recipient, Alyssa held them out for Kasita.

Only for Kasita to take a step backward. “No way,” she said. “I said I would be sticking with you. Circumstances might have forced me away to spy on this army here, but now that we’re back together again, it is going to stay that way.”

“Then…” Alyssa turned to Izsha, lips pressed together. “Alright. I’m tucking these right into the saddle side pocket. I’m trusting you to make sure these get to everyone.”

Izsha, predictably, started to make a noise. Not a whine, per se, but an elongated note of disagreement.

“Nope,” Alyssa said. “It has to be you. Kasita’s right to come with me. She can let people know what happens if I am… unable. That way they aren’t all sitting around wondering if I’m going to show up. I’ll be waiting until you’re back near Brakkt before trying anything, just to ensure that you’re as safe as possible given the circumstances. Ideally, time will stay stopped until I’m done and then I can come back and destroy those letters before anyone reads them, but I’ve learned not to leave things like this to chance.”

After slipping the letters inside the saddle, Alyssa ran her hands along Izsha’s scales on the underside of its neck. They were smooth, though not really soft. “I’m sorry. But you are the only one around to do it. Thanks for charging into danger after me. If it weren’t for you, I don’t know what I would have done. And not just today. So many times since coming to this world have been… hectic, but you were always there for me.”

“You’re making this sound like a goodbye,” Kasita said, note of concern creeping into her voice.

“Yeah. But it isn’t. I just want to make sure Izsha knows how much I appreciate it, being there for me and everything. Now seemed like a perfect time to do so.” Alyssa gave a good hard rub rub against the scales before taking a step back. “We’ll go out hunting tomorrow. How does that sound?”

The slit pupil of Izsha’s eye narrowed for a moment before it made a gruff noise of pure irritation. With a light snap of those sharp teeth toward Alyssa, Izsha turned and started dashing off back to the Lyrian side of the battlefield. Alyssa watched it go, sighing to herself.

“I made Izsha mad.”

“Ufu~ You’ve made me a little upset as well. Maybe if you didn’t sound like you were going to disappear on us…”

“I’m not.” Turning, Alyssa faced Tenebrael. Kasita vanished from her side, turning into something that added just the slightest bit of weight to her satchel. Mimic safely stowed away, Alyssa said, “Take me somewhere a little safer than here, please?”

“You’re set on this, then?”

“I am. I’m sick of angels and of the Astral Authority and of demons and… probably other things too. No offense.”

“They irritate me as well. Come then. Let us commence.”

Tenebrael stepped forward and wrapped her arms around Alyssa. Rather than taking off into the air as Alyssa expected, the angel enclosed her within her wings. Alyssa felt a shift. The dirt underneath her boots changed. A moment later, she found herself out on the edge of the lake near her house. The temperature, far colder than around Lyria, actually made her shudder.

“Try to remain calm,” Tenebrael said, not letting go of Alyssa. Her arms remained firmly on Alyssa’s shoulders, clutching her like even she was afraid that this would make her disappear. Her wings were still wrapped tight around Alyssa. Taking a deep breath, her eyes ignited with a sudden flash of brightness. “Witness the Throne.”

Alyssa blinked twice at the cheesy line. “Was that supposed to… do… something?”

She didn’t make it any further before the strength left her legs. Slumping against Tenebrael’s warm chest, everything went dark.

            

    
        047.001 Interlude - Fela

    
    
    
    
                They were gone.

Spots in Fela’s eyes from the blinding light of Alyssa’s strongest spell were still here and there. She thought she must have missed them riding off. One moment, Alyssa and Izsha had been standing right next to a silvery wall, protected from the arrows. The next moment, they were gone. Not just them, but the silvery wall as well. Fela looked left. Fela looked right. She could see nothing but the enemy army.

Strange things were happening to them. As she watched, dozens of them just fell over. Mostly the ones wielding the long stick weapons. Muskrats… or whatever. They were clearly just inferior copies of Alyssa’s guns. It didn’t make sense why they needed their own name. Unless Alyssa just didn’t want to sully the name of her own guns with the work of incompetent craftsmen. That was probably it.

Not that Alyssa ever used her guns. She preferred magic.

Before Fela could even begin to get excited that Alyssa, clearly invisible, was going around and wreaking havoc inside the enemy lines, pandemonium broke out.

Thunder crashed against Fela’s ears. Not just once. Twice. Five times. Ten. She lost count. Over and over again. Some massive explosions that rattled her chest even under the armor Alyssa had crafted for her. Others smaller, but no less loud. At times, she cursed her hearing. The humans around her didn’t look half as pained by the noise. Surprised, yes.

And there was plenty to be surprised about. Not just the noise, but the sights as well.

Over and over again, pockets of the enemy army exploded into a giant fireball of black smoke. Bodies went flying. Metal from armor and weapons flew through the air in long arcs. Wood from the carts. All of it launched high up into the air. And all of it came crashing down on the survivors.

Ripples in the air pulsed outward from each of the explosions. Even people a short distance away fell to the ground or were flung from their horses as the wave pulsed over them. Horses were panicking—they had already been spooked by the Annihilator, but the riders had managed to keep control. Now, there was no control at all as they carried off riders to places where the riders did not want to go, trampling more soldiers. Dragging equipment with them.

The ripples in the air did not stop at the edges of the enemy army.

The very ground moved as the largest ripple raced toward Fela.

She grit her teeth together, expecting to be thrown through the air like so many of the enemy.

It hit her like a young pup might while playing. Hard enough to force her body backward, but not hard enough to throw her to the ground. Dasca acted like it barely noticed. Of course, Dasca actually had its claws down in the ground and was able to shift its stance a whole lot better than Fela was. One reason she didn’t really like riding the draken.

But it was past her. Behind her. Turning, she found most of the humans still standing as well. It did not throw them to the sky as it had done to the people closest to the explosion. The ones who did get knocked over only looked like they had been shoved. Most were already getting back to their feet.

The same could not be said for the opponent. Although Fela’s ears were ringing worse than she had ever experienced before, she still had hearing far, far greater than anyone else around her. And what she heard on the other side of the battlefield were nothing but the groans of pain, crying, humans calling out for their mothers, and noises so depressing that some spark of empathy for other living beings almost wiped the wide grin from Fela’s face.

Almost.

Then she remembered just who these people were. People who had captured her, killing her family, and subjected her to the mind magic of fairies.

With that thought on the edge of her mind, her grin only grew wider.

Not everyone was lying on the ground dying, of course. Almost all the soldiers that had charged forward when Alyssa fell were still alive. Many of them were even on their feet. But none were charging any longer. None were even facing their enemy. They were staring at the decimated ruins of their support. The twisted wreckage of their secret weapons. The dead arcanists and leaders.

They were hearing the moans and groans of the survivors, just as Fela was hearing. More than that, they were hearing cheers.

Behind Fela, the Lyrian humans were yelling out. Chanting, even. “Hurrah! Hurrah!” A victory cry as if they had actually done something.

It was a victory. There was no mistaking that. The battle was over. It was over before it even began. As expected of Alyssa. The remaining survivors would surely surrender. While Fela hadn’t seen it happen, they had apparently never beaten Lyria. Now that their army was in shambles, they couldn’t possibly pick up their swords and charge again.

Fela was a little disappointed. She hadn’t done anything. She was like the soldiers in the back. Not cheering, but grinning and smiling. The thought that there wouldn’t be anything for Alyssa to praise her over was disheartening. Maybe she would get lucky and one of the prisoners would try to escape on the way back. She could pounce on him and get a nice patting between her ears for a job well done.

Even without that to look forward to, the explosions put her into a good mood. After all, they could go back. More than jumping on an enemy and getting praised by Alyssa, Fela enjoyed rest and food. The palace had ample resting places and plenty of food. Servants even attended to her, bringing her big slabs of meat whenever she wished. The Pharaoh might even throw another feast. She could do without the dancing, but the food back then had been some of the best she had ever eaten.

Sighing in contentment, Fela started sniffing around for where an invisible Alyssa might be.

She found a smell quickly. Izsha and Alyssa. Strong. Too strong.

The wind was coming from the wrong direction, blowing from her back toward the enemy army. And the smell with it.

Turning, Fela narrowed her eyes as she tried to figure out how Alyssa got behind her so quickly.

She quickly spotted Brakkt, riding atop Ensou. He didn’t look like he had been ruffled at all by the explosions or that wave that followed. Then again, his helmet was on and his armor completely hid his body, so Fela couldn’t really say what he really looked like. But he was sitting straight as he looked to…

To Izsha?

And only Izsha.

Fela sniffed at the air. Alyssa’s scent was definitely strongest in Izsha’s direction. Which made perfect sense to Fela. Izsha was, after all, where Alyssa spent most of her time sitting. However, the smell wasn’t so strong as to indicate that the person in question might be sitting there completely invisible. But if she wasn’t here…

Looking back around the battlefield, Fela found the army marching forward. One of the human captains took control and was organizing them all to press toward the enemy army. What Fela gathered with her sharp ears was that the Juno Federation apparently had fought to the absolute last man in the past. The captain wished to disarm them—she couldn’t tell if he meant literally or figuratively—before they got back to their feet.

Maybe Fela would have a chance to grind some heads into paste after all. But first…

“Hey. Dasca! Go back to Brakkt!” Fela said, slapping her mount on the hindquarters. It gave a little snarl as it always did, but Dasca didn’t care that much. After all, it hardly ever tried to bite her any more. They weren’t far away. A small trot got them back to Brakkt in only a few seconds.

Which was apparently long enough for things to turn sour.

Izsha was snapping at Brakkt, making a whole lot of angry draken noises. Far more than Fela had ever heard from that draken, though maybe not as much as what Dasca did the last time Fela tried to ride while standing up. She had fallen forward, ending up trampled, which then turned into a bit of a fight against the draken. Playful wrestling, really. But still, the noises Izsha were making were pretty close to being that angry.

Brakkt listened in silence. He always seemed to be able to understand the draken a whole lot better than anyone else. He was even nodding along at times, despite it all sounding like gibberish to Fela.

So she asked. “Hey! What’s Izsha saying?”

Still helmeted, Brakkt looked over. The way she could barely see his eyes behind the visor would have been unnerving had they met on the battlefield. Luckily, he was good to monsters.

“I have no idea.”

Oh. Fela blinked, watching as he turned back to Izsha… who was making some really angry draken noises now. Dasca might just be beat in terms of growl length and ferociousness.

“Hey, where’s Alyssa gone?”

Izsha turned with a sharp glare.

And now I’ve got angry draken noises aimed at me, Fela thought with an audible sigh. “What are you barking at me for? I don’t even know what you’re saying.”

Dasca, however, seemed to understand. At least, Fela assumed so when it walked right up to Izsha’s side and stuck its nose right against one of the pouches in the saddle. It opened its mouth and tried to bite at something inside, but the flap was too small. Looking up to Brakkt, it gave a small whine.

Which Izsha actually seemed pleased with. It trotted right back over to Brakkt and angled its side so that the pouch with little teeth marks in it was facing him. He reached in and pulled out a few scraps of paper. Little ones, each folded over with some writing on them. He quickly flipped through them, looking only at the cover and not at the lines of words that were clearly on the inside of the folds.

Alyssa had tried to teach Fela a little about reading, but she didn’t see much point in it. It wasn’t like she could ever write with her paws. It was hard enough just holding a paper spell card. However, thanks to those brief lessons, Fela could recognize her own name.

And her name was on the front of one of those letters.

“What does that say?” she asked, trying to point to the one addressed to her.

“I’m not sure that we should read them right now,” Brakkt said, holding the papers but not reading them or putting them away. “We shouldn’t be distracting ourselves in combat.”

“Combat?” Fela looked around again, but it really didn’t look like there was going to be any serious fighting anytime soon. “Can’t the regular soldiers take care of it all? That’s their job, right?”

“It is my duty as well.”

“Well it isn’t mine.” Fela crossed her arms. She was pretty sure it wasn’t her duty. Her actual job was to sniff out any plague in the city, of which there had been very little since their return. She had just tagged along today because of Alyssa. “Let me have my letter. Um. Please?”

Brakkt hesitated, but, after a long moment, held out one of the papers. Fela started to reach for it before realizing her problem.

It would either get crushed up or slip from her paws and lost completely. And she wouldn’t be able to read most of it anyway. Maybe not even a little bit of it. “Could you just read it to me? You want to know too, right?”

Brakkt sighed. Opening his own satchel, he pulled out a spell card. “Message. Irulon. Ride forward and find me. I have letters addressed to you and Companion from Alyssa. I am not sure what they say yet as I’ve not read them. Fela is with me and has one addressed to her as well.

“Can you wait until they arrive?” Brakkt said, Message spell clearly ended now as he was facing her.

“Guess so,” Fela said. She wasn’t happy about it, but there wasn’t much else she could do. It was a little worrying that he was so against them reading it that he wouldn’t even read it to her. What did he think they might say?

Where was Alyssa?

“Ensou,” Brakkt said sharply. Both of them started walking with the guard, moving closer to the enemy humans. Walking away from where Irulon would be coming from. Fela didn’t have much to do other than keep after them. He still had her letter. She kept careful watch as he slid them all into a pouch on Ensou’s saddle.

The walk forward only took a few minutes, during which time Irulon and her dragon-self didn’t appear. The troops marched with urgency, but not at a full assault charge. When they met with the Juno Federation… there was not much resistance. Most of the enemy threw their swords to the ground, if they had even bothered to pick them up after the explosion.

One pretended to surrender, only to strike at a guard who went to retrieve his weapon.

Brakkt’s sword flashed through the air, embedding itself in the man’s chest before he could strike again. He quickly went up, dismounted from Ensou, and tended to the guard who now had blood leaking from his wrist guard. He didn’t even pay attention to his sword as he stripped the armor and dressed the wound with bandages taken from Ensou’s saddle.

Irritated, Fela jumped from Dasca, landing between the sword and some other human. This one had already given his sword to one of Brakkt’s men, but she didn’t like the way he was looking at the faintly glowing blade. With a guttural growl, Fela stepped toward him, planting a foot on his chest when he fell over. “I’ll bite your arm off.”

Living with Alyssa and the others, it had been a long time since she had threatened a human. Judging by the pig-like squealing he made, she hadn’t lost her touch. “You should watch your sword better,” she barked over her shoulder. Brakkt’s dark armor looked fancy, but she didn’t think it would hold up to that enchanted blade. Her instincts screamed at her to avoid that sharp edge coming for her at any cost and her fur normally stood up to human weapons.

Brakkt simply shrugged. “It is my sword. It will do as I ask, whether that be forcing a wielder to cut off their own head or fight their own countrymen.”

“Seems reckless,” Fela huffed. What if someone could resist that? Or claimed ownership somehow. Then Brakkt might be the one without a head.

“It was mostly a trap to see who here might still have some spark of combat in them.”

“Oh.” Fela looked down at the man beneath her foot and started putting more of her weight on his chest. “I could stomp out his insides if you wanted him to be an example?” The guy couldn’t even squeal like a pig anymore. He was struggling to breathe with the added weight.

“Let him go,” Brakkt said without looking up from his mending task. “We’re not harming those who surrender peacefully. Doing so would just force those who are left to fight.”

Fela grunted an agreement. A monster given the option to surrender would often become a slave. Yet they would almost always take that if the choice was between that or fighting to the death. With one last warning glare to the man, she stepped off his chest and headed back over to Dasca. Her claws tapped at her thighs as she tried to focus on watching for other attacking soldiers. There didn’t seem to be any. At least none that had seen what happened to the last one. She heard a bit of metal clanging against metal, but it was far enough off that it had to have been on the other side of the army.

It stopped before she could even pinpoint exactly where it had come from.

So instead, she just sat there, wondering what was taking the other two so long to get over to them. Were they being held back? As arcanists, and strong ones at that, they were supposed to be supporting from the back with powerful spells. No one would want them charging to the very front lines. But they were princesses. Or close enough in Companion’s case. Surely they could do whatever they wanted…

And yet, Brakkt finished what he was doing, remounted on Ensou, and started patrolling. After grabbing his sword, of course. Fela followed after him, walking this time with Izsha and Dasca at her sides. Everywhere they walked, noise of the enemy force died down. Several people sent glares in Brakkt’s direction. Like they knew him. They probably did, actually. He was some kind of famous warrior-prince-guy.

Fela really only knew him as Brakkt. It took situations like this to remind her that he was more than just some random human off the streets.

They stopped a few times, mostly to threaten people without actually threatening them, it seemed.

Their last stop wasn’t actually because of Brakkt. It was because of a pair of guards who were dragging a battered and bloody man up to him. The same guy that had been at the meeting the other day.

“Bercilak,” Brakkt said, saving Fela from trying to remember his name. “So much for your prophecy.”

The man looked up. One of his eyes was swollen and some of his clothes looked like they had been burned away. He started to talk, only to stop and spit a bit of blood to the ground. “Victory comes in many forms, young prince.” His voice sounded carefully measured, like he was trying to act stronger than he actually felt. “Stripping the power from the avatar of your false god… might just be the victory we sought today.”

Brakkt went very still. All except his fingers, which tightened around the hilt of his sword. Even with the armor in the way, Fela could practically see the way his muscles tensed. The blood pumping through his veins picked up as his heart beat a little harder in his chest. She could hear that just as clearly as she could hear what they said.

For a moment, she thought he was going to take the man’s head off.

But just as quickly as it came, the moment passed. “You will not be escaping from the dungeons this time.”

“Then perhaps I have accomplished all I have been meant to.”

Fela could hear Brakkt’s teeth grind together. She was pretty sure that she wasn’t the only one. Even the humans with their incredible disability were looking a little nervous to be around him. All except for the prisoner, who tried to put on a smile. Tried. His broken face and missing teeth marred his effort.

“Take him away,” Brakkt said eventually. “Don’t let me see him again.”

The guards didn’t argue. They also didn’t make any attempt at coddling the prisoner as they rushed to leave the area.

Brakkt didn’t move for a long time. He sat atop Ensou, slowly scanning the area. Fela and Dasca didn’t do anything to disturb him. He was clearly in a bad mood. Even Izsha had ceased the occasional noises of discontent that it had been making the whole time.

And Irulon and Companion were still gone. The thought that Brakkt sent a fake Message as a way to get to his troops without Fela complaining did cross her mind. In fact… had that spell card even disappeared? They normally did that, but she couldn’t remember. And she certainly wasn’t going to ask him about it now. She didn’t think he would attack her. He was a nice guy despite his scary sword and armor. But he was holding her letter and she didn’t want that running off on its own.

So she just stayed silent. Watching. Waiting.

Until eventually, Brakkt slowly and carefully pulled the letters from Ensou’s pouch. He flipped through until he found his, which he promptly opened.

Fela pouted when he didn’t start reading it aloud, but she could be patient when required. Right now, patience seemed like the best course of action.

She could see over his shoulder. There wasn’t much written down. Alyssa’s notebooks had much more words in them than this one letter, even on a single page. Yet Brakkt was taking forever to read it. He can read, right? Fela was pretty sure he could, though she never saw him do it.

“What does it say?” Fela eventually asked, speaking softly in the hopes that she wouldn’t disturb him.

“Alyssa is trying something stupid.”

That… wasn’t that surprising, actually. Alyssa was really strong and probably smarter than Fela in some cases, but even Fela thought she did dumb things every now and again. “Does she need help?”

“I don’t think we can even if she did need some.”

“Oh. Angel things?”

“Seems to be the case.”

“Where did she go?”

“It doesn’t say.”

“When will she be back?”

“It doesn’t say.”

“What about—”

“It is a very short letter,” Brakkt said, voice tense. “There is a small personal note to me, but I won’t be sharing that.”

“Then what about my letter?”

He shuffled the papers, pulling out the one that Fela recognized her own name on. Her tail wagged back and forth as she waited for him to read it to himself. But again, it was taking too long. “Well?”

“Pretty much the same thing. She has gone to do something dangerous with Tenebrael. She hopes to be back soon.”

“And..? A small personal note to me?”

For some reason, Brakkt sounded a bit more irritated now than he had just a moment ago. But he still was nice enough to read what her letter said. “And if you go into her room, you can find a special box under her bed that is sealed up with food inside it. She says you can eat it.”

Alyssa is the best, Fela thought, tail swinging from side to side.

“If you share it with Izsha.”

Mostly the best.
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                Alyssa knew what was going on.

It was something she had experienced before. That same sensation of being adrift in an empty universe that came when she started connecting with Tenebrael. It was a floating feeling. A bodiless experience. One without time. Without sound. Without sight. It was a dimension of mind. Or, as she now suspected, a dimension of soul. The things she had thought she had seen or felt in those attempts before were nothing more than impulses acting on her soul while her body remained wherever it had been beforehand.

There were three things that Alyssa felt at the moment. Impulses on her soul. First was the Throne. It had to be. It was a hot burning furnace of divine heat. Far more intense and far more pure than anything Alyssa had felt from an angel. It churned and burned, bubbling and boiling. Yet, unlike a chaotic flame above a roaring bonfire, the Throne had order to it. Like a machine made from fire. In fact, that was almost too apt a description. As soon as she thought of it in that context, the impulses against her soul were… translated, for lack of a better word. She could suddenly see it all the better.

Jason and Guillem’s Farmer came to mind almost immediately. A million gears. Pistons pounding. Vents belching steam. Shuddering and vibrating as it rolled across the fields, reaping wheat. Except the Throne was so much more… refined. More like precision clockwork compared to the Farmer’s steam engine. Each piece had been crafted with intense forethought, designed to fulfill a specific task. Where the Farmer harvested crops, the Throne harvested souls.

Alyssa could see them. Just as she could see the souls of her friends and everyone else around her, she could see souls lining up to enter the Throne. The complexity and size of the machine that was the Throne was far too great to understand what it was doing to the souls. Had she not thought of the Farmer, she might have thought that the souls were merely going to fuel the flames it felt like it was made from.

But now, she wondered if it wasn’t a great machine, packaging and feeding gods that Lovecraft would have had a hard time imagining.

She didn’t know how she could have missed it before. The other times she had been in this adrift world of nothingness, Tenebrael had to have been shielding her. The first time she connected with Tenebrael, perhaps she had put a mental block in place to keep her from perceiving it. One that stuck with her, hiding it even when she unintentionally connected with Tenebrael those other times. That was the only thing that made sense. And it made a frightening amount of sense.

If she had seen that before, she might just have gone insane. Not to mention that accidentally connecting with it might have caused her physical body to literally explode. Even now, having learned so much and being far more prepared, it was a terrific thing to behold.

So much so that Alyssa felt the need to avert her very soul. The impulses against her soul were still there, but luckily, there were two other, far far smaller things that could provide a modicum of distraction.

The first of which that Alyssa could feel here was obviously Tenebrael. A sensation filled with nostalgia, clearly able to be felt beneath the fury of the Throne… though she couldn’t quite explain why. She didn’t think enough time had passed to form any nostalgic memories with that bond. However, it was familiar. Intimately so. An old lover? Not that she would know anything about that, but it seemed like the poetic way of putting it. She spent so long connected to the angel that it was impossible to mistake that divine warmth for anything else. Reaching out, grabbing hold of it—or using her own soul to link them together—and awaking with her connection reestablished… it would be simple. She had done it before. Not many times, but enough to know that it was an easy task to accomplish.

But she wasn’t here for that.

The third and final feeling was familiar as well. Not in the intimate sense like Tenebrael. Yet, at the same time, it was almost like that. There was far more nostalgia associated with this feeling. It was ever-changing. A cool chilly spot in the empty universe of this strange soul realm, different from the warmth of an angel or the heat of the Throne. Yet despite that, Alyssa was quite confident that it wasn’t an enemy. It was comforting, even. Something that lacked that divine might that could grind her up in its gears if she got too close.

It did remind her of something unfortunate. Once, when connecting to Tenebrael early on, Alyssa had passed out in front of the demon ember. She had definitely felt that thing inside this soul world. Its malevolence had warded her off then. This thing somewhat reminded her of that, except almost the opposite.

It was scared, if she had to put it into a single word. Using Enochian, Alyssa could probably have described it more accurately, but that took effort that she wasn’t sure she could put forward while the Throne was pressing on her soul. She didn’t need to think too hard if she was just using her native tongue. Fear did not sound like a sensation the Throne or any divine being would emit, however. It was too small. It lacked that divine warmth.

Kasita.

That had to be it.

Now that the realization had hit, it became so much more obvious. There was nothing else it could be. Alyssa didn’t think physical proximity mattered in this empty world, but it might have mattered back in reality. And, to the best of her knowledge, Kasita had not stepped aside before Tenebrael did the thing with her wings. If that had pulled Kasita in as well…

It was no wonder she was scared. If she was feeling the Throne, unfiltered and unshielded as Alyssa was at the moment…

Alyssa drifted closer to what she was now confident was Kasita. Not to connect with her—though she suspected she could do that if she tried, likely ending up with something similar to what Companion and Irulon shared—but rather to help comfort her. To place her soul close enough that it might act as a bulwark against the impulses of the Throne.

Tenebrael was going to get a long earful the moment Alyssa got out of here.

But she didn’t want to leave just yet. If she could figure out some way to shove Kasita back into the real world, that would be nice. Unfortunately, while Alyssa understood far more about this strange place than she used to, she really only understood it in relation to herself. She didn’t have a problem understanding how to get back herself. Kasita was another story entirely.

Alyssa tried talking, to whisper to Kasita the method she used to get back to her body the first few times. But it didn’t work. Of course not. In this empty world, there could be no sound.

But… she might have been onto something earlier, when she suspected that there might be a way to bridge their souls to communicate in a manner similar to Irulon and Companion. There was no need to stay connected. Just long enough for her to get a message across.

Alyssa reached out, pushing her own soul, her own impulses toward Kasita. She didn’t need to imagine it as if she were striking the other person—which probably wouldn’t have worked as well for Kasita as it had for Tenebrael. Her familiarity with souls couldn’t be quantified like Irulon would be able to do. But she did have far more of an innate sense of… being.

The second her soul lightly grazed against Kasita’s, she felt it. The fear and terror at suddenly being subjected to such an unknown situation. Not just the situation, but the Throne itself. Kasita’s powerful feelings tore at Alyssa. The mimic was lashing out. Alyssa couldn’t blame her, but at the same time, it was painful. Disgusting. A rotting feeling deep inside her every time Kasita’s fear welled into an unconscious weapon.

Projecting feelings of calm and, hopefully, familiarity back through the light contact of their souls helped. Kasita started reeling back the moment Alyssa projected her own feelings. At first, Alyssa thought she was concerned for Alyssa, worried she had hurt her in her panic. But that wasn’t true at all. With their light connection, Alyssa could feel Kasita’s shock and, again, fear. This time, it seemed to be more of a fear that she was being manipulated. Like her feelings weren’t her own.

Which, Alyssa supposed, was partially true. Her own feelings imposed upon Kasita’s, trying to overwrite them.

At least it got her to stop attacking. That gave Alyssa a little bit of time to inspect the minor link between them. To try to figure out a proper way of communicating. Irulon and Companion made it seem so easy. They just checked in with each other. There wasn’t any humming or hawing about it. Although she couldn’t have expected a situation like this, she still wished she would have asked about their early days together. Back just after the ritual that bound the dragon’s soul to Irulon. Had they had trouble communicating? Did their emotions affect each other? Was there a trick to it?

Nothing to do but try again.

This time, Alyssa didn’t try to push an emotion toward Kasita. She didn’t want to override her thoughts either. Alyssa would never forgive herself if she ended up… erasing Kasita’s personality or memories or anything like that. No. This time, Alyssa injected nothing more than a concept. A simple concept boiled down to a single word that even Kasita in a panicked and disembodied state would be able to recognize.

~Sister~

That did it. Alyssa wasn’t even sure how she knew. Some sensation over their link came across as acknowledging. Kasita was still frightened, but the utter terror faded down to… not nothing, but something close to nothing. Kasita wasn’t responding intelligibly though. Just reactively. There were no concepts coming across their link. Just emotions.

Alyssa had to wonder if more practice or more exposure to this strange place would help Kasita fix that. Not that Alyssa thought she should be coming to this place again. Just connecting with Tenebrael was dangerous enough. And with the Throne present…

If Kasita accidentally reached out to it and touched it, there probably wouldn’t be anything left of her.

Alyssa tried sending a few more concepts across the link between them. Simple things only—forming longer sentences seemed impossible, though practice might change that.

~Self~ ~Pain~ ~Return~

A pinch of the cheek like waking from a dream should help her get back. At least, that was what had worked for Alyssa during her first few times. Now, she thought she could return just by imagining her body. The pinch of her arm or cheek worked because they essentially forced her to remember her body properly.

Even after sending those simple concepts, plus a few others, Kasita’s soul was still in the adrift. Alyssa was getting a lot of confusion from her. Still fear, of course. But it was like a cake. Fear made up the bulk, but now confusion had layered itself on top. Was she unable to return, thus eliciting confusion? Or did she not understand in the first place?

Both, possibly. Now that she thought about it, Kasita didn’t sit around in her original body often. Or at all, as far as Alyssa knew. Perhaps that unfamiliarity with her real body was a hindrance. Or it could be that Kasita didn’t really feel pain. Not in the way someone with a body made of flesh did. Pinching herself probably didn’t even enter into her mind as it would have done nothing.

With a mental scowl, Alyssa turned away. She still kept contact with Kasita and still did her best to shield her from the overwhelming might of the Throne—which Alyssa was trying to ignore—but her target now was a certain angel who wasn’t far off.

Physical space meant nothing in this realm. All Alyssa had to do was to reach out and ping the angel with an impulse of her soul. That got Tenebrael’s attention really quick. Though, unlike Kasita, Alyssa couldn’t just read Tenebrael’s emotions. She wasn’t even sure that the angel had emotions. Not in any way that Alyssa’s mind could translate, anyway.

Tenebrael’s soul, or whatever she had in its place, was similar to the Throne. It was a machine. Where the Throne was an endless inferno of a clockwork factory, Tenebrael was more of… a proper computer. There were moving parts, but most of it was all static pieces that presumably were there for processing reasons. Looking closer, however, revealed some unpleasant growths in Tenebrael’s computer. The souls she consumed, perhaps? If they were, they didn’t look anything like what Alyssa or Kasita were like. Maybe those growths were the containers. Not the souls themselves.

Regardless of that oddity, Alyssa reached out and tapped an impulse against Tenebrael’s being, more of a knock than just a glance this time.

The angel took notice and acted immediately. A dozen different concepts came across that brief tap in an instant. And they weren’t just single word concepts like what a caveman might use. The concepts came across in pure Enochian. Entire novels came across to Alyssa. A tale of a horror that something had gone wrong. A ballad of warning, discussing the idea of a friend lost forever. Merriment in the hopes that the dangerous situation might somehow be repaired.

It was overwhelming in a completely different sense than the Throne. Too much information. So much that it was actually a little difficult to decipher the exact meaning of the notions. Once upon a time, Alyssa might have thought that the more information there was, the clearer the picture got. After learning just a little Enochian, Alyssa was quite sure that there was definitely such a thing as too much bloat. Were Alyssa to translate Tenebrael’s thoughts down to something a little more manageable, she probably would have said that Tenebrael was worried that Alyssa wouldn’t be able to come back, but maybe there was something that could be done to fix everything if she thought hard enough about it.

To all that, Alyssa had but a simple concept to say in return.

~Calm~

Tenebrael was overreacting. The vast set of Enochian that she sent in return to that simple message took a long moment for Alyssa to process. Partially because she was preoccupied with wondering just how much of a computer she would have to become in order to use Enochian as a regular language. Carrying on a conversation with so many words seemed absolutely impossible.

After doing the equivalent of reading through five full-sized novels, Alyssa figured out a close approximation to what Tenebrael was trying to say.

“Oh my goodness, are you alright, Alyssa? I’m so sorry, I’m just a screwup of an angel. I didn’t understand what you were trying to say. Could you please elaborate? I’m way too dumb to understand a single simple concept like calm without someone putting it into Enochian and blowing it way out of proportion.”

A close approximation.

Not knowing the right way to form Enochian for this kind of communication, even in the very basics of the language, Alyssa had nothing to do but send more concepts over to her in the way that she understood them.

~Angel~ ~Negative~ ~Careless~ ~Sister~ ~Presence~

“You’re calling me a bad sister? You’re calling me your sister? That’s not what I wanted out of this relationship.”

~Negative~ ~Prior relationship~ ~You messed up, angel~

“I messed up? Excuse me? You’re the one who is chatting with me and not the Throne at the moment. Aren’t you messing up?”

“You pulled me into this place before giving Kasita time to get out of my pocket!”

“Kasita? The relic?”

“She is here. In here. I won’t let you say that you forgot that she came with us.”

“Alyssa… I don’t forget much of anything. But I am quite certain that only those who can interface with divinity would be here. That is you and you alone, my little reaper.”

“I’m not… Look, Kasita can sense when angels are nearby. She can almost see you. That must be close enough for this. Just… Help me put her back into her body. Then I can focus on that thing I have been doing my best to ignore this whole time.”

Somehow or other, they managed to get communicating. It was still a bit of a pain, but it was serviceable. Tenebrael seemed to understand what Alyssa was saying and Alyssa was relatively sure that she got the gist of Tenebrael’s novels. The small amount of practice let them talk much more efficiently.

“Unfortunately,” Tenebrael continued after a short pause that felt like a small eternity in this timeless place, “even if what you say is true, I do not believe that would be a good idea. Me reaching out and touching the relic might irreparably damage her in the same way that reaching out and touching the Throne may cause you… problems.”

“She’ll explode?”

“Find a way to help her yourself. Or leave her. Kasita is smart, isn’t she? She’ll figure it out with or without our help.”

Parting with a bit of a nasty impulse directed toward the angel, Alyssa pulled back from their communication.

Figures. Tenebrael pulled her into this mess but now wouldn’t help get her out? Alyssa really should have expected that. Even if touching her wouldn’t make her explode, Tenebrael probably wouldn’t do it anyway simply because her programming prevented interfering with regular mortals.

Reaching out to Kasita again, Alyssa discovered a change. Fear was still the predominant emotion over their link, but this time, there was a heavy undercurrent of excitement and wonder.

~Visualize~ ~Pinch self~ ~Return~ ~Home~

Alyssa tried communicating in the same way that she had to Tenebrael, but she could almost feel that her concepts weren’t getting across as clearly. If she talked to Kasita as much as she had to Tenebrael, maybe they would get clearer. But she could feel something missing in this link. With Tenebrael, their two-way talk had put them on the same… wavelength. Which helped to facilitate clearer communication. Maybe she could get on that wavelength with Kasita too, but Kasita wasn’t talking back. Not in the same way, anyway. Getting on that wavelength without feedback might be difficult.

Still, Alyssa did get some change in emotion coming back her way.

Indigence. Loneliness. And stubbornness. Those three, among several others, slipped in to prominence.

With a mental sigh, Alyssa had a feeling like she knew what Kasita was getting at even without words or concepts.

Experimentally, Alyssa tried pulling back from the constant impulses of communication between them…

Only for Kasita’s soul to reach out and grasp hold.

“I said I wasn’t going to leave you behind,” Alyssa thought Kasita might be thinking. “So I’m sticking with you.”
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                The Throne. The massive machine of flames and clockwork. Ignoring it worked surprisingly well considering how… oppressive its very presence was. It was almost strange how easily it faded into the background when she had other tasks to focus on, like Tenebrael and Kasita. She had to wonder if there was some kind of meaning or reason behind that. Like… did the Throne deliberately hide itself from mortals? That would certainly explain why the angels insisted that it was ever present and everything, yet nobody besides them seemed to notice it.

She didn’t think that she would forget about it—it wouldn’t just erase itself from her memory if she ignored it long enough. Then again, this place did strange things to emotions, willpower, and memory. Her first time here, she hadn’t been able to remember arriving at all… and she had been so lethargic. Or apathetic. Both. In fact, she was surprised that she was as normal as she was now. Her thoughts and feelings seemed completely in line with what she would have expected if she simply walked into a room and sat down with Kasita for a chat. Kasita also seemed normal… or at least had a lot of emotions that Alyssa had lacked her first visit here.

Her first visit hadn’t had some eldritch presence completely surrounding her, threatening to drown her with flames. So maybe that helped jump start muted emotions.

However it messed with her didn’t matter anymore. At least not in terms of memory loss and emotion dampening. Although she wasn’t too happy that Kasita was going to remain in this place, she simply couldn’t ignore the Throne any longer. It was her reason for coming here.

Though she was a little concerned about actually approaching it. The clockwork mechanism looked far less inviting than Tenebrael. Like if she reached out for it, she might just get caught in its gears and ground up to nothingness. The first few times, she imagined physically interacting with Tenebrael to bridge their connection. Punching or touching the Throne seemed like it might hurt. So did sitting, for that matter, but sitting was what one did with a throne, so…

Alyssa tried imagining herself sitting on the Throne. The imagination came much easier now than it would have even a day ago. Tenebrael had shown her what the actual Throne looked like within its tower. A large golden seat surrounded by six-winged angels. At the same time, it somehow surrounded them.

Even now, here, she could feel them. Seraphim. Crystalline masses without the growths on their crystal matrices that Tenebrael had. She hadn’t noticed them at first, but the moment she tried to sit upon the Throne, they were there.

Metaphorical spears crossed over each other, blocking off access to the Throne.

Alyssa slammed into them, not expecting them. If she had a spine at the moment, she was sure that a cold sweat would be dripping down it.

The Seraphim had moved. Something every angel she had met was absolutely positive that they hadn’t done in an impossibly long time. Yet they moved now to block her path.

Apprehensive, Alyssa started to run. She had been ready to rush back to her body at the first sign of trouble. Seraphim coming online sounded like big trouble. She might not be safe here. Those spears could easily be directed toward her soul. She had no doubt that being pierced by them would prove lethal. Possibly more than just mortally wounding her, but destroying her to her very soul at that. And even if that failed, they might teleport straight to her body and spear her physically as well, though hopefully Tenebrael would help to hide her for a short time at least.

Apprehension must have leaked through her link with Kasita. The mimic’s soul spiked in disconcerted fear, losing some bravery in the process. Despite that, Kasita’s soul welled up, moving as if to protect Alyssa, and her courage welled up with the movement.

Until now, Alyssa thought that the link between their souls was filtered. She hadn’t felt influenced by Kasita’s fear earlier. But when Kasita stood up ready to defend her from the most powerful beings in reality, some of that courage filled Alyssa. Thoughts of fleeing back to her body vanished. Or at least were dampened. The panic dimming gave her enough presence of mind to realize that the Seraphim were not attacking. Not in this place, anyway. Her body being in trouble might very well be a problem.

A quick glance to Tenebrael’s crystalline being showed no problems as far as she could tell. No panic or any of that fear of losing a friend that had happened earlier. Concern, maybe. But not enough that Alyssa thought there might be something going on back in the real world.

Situation understood, if not under control, Alyssa looked back to the Throne. She tried to look for the Seraphim again, but they were fading into obscurity. The Throne was too oppressive. Too large and all-encompassing. She could see that they weren’t attacking, but figuring out what they were doing beyond that was next to impossible. Would they attack if she tried again? Was it like some password screen on a computer where it gave five tries before locking the system down for a certain amount of time?

Alyssa wanted to circle around the Throne—or at least move along it as it was too large to circle—looking for a location where the Seraphim might not be guarding. But to do that, she needed to be able to see them clearly.

A realization hit Alyssa as she was trying to figure out a way to do just that. Kasita perceived things in a vastly different way than Alyssa did. If that were also true here…

Communication was the problem. Even if Kasita could point to the Throne and say whether or not a Seraphim was guarding that part of it, she wouldn’t be able to inform Alyssa. Alyssa might be able to tell Kasita what she wanted, assuming her earlier attempts at talking to the mimic had gone through. But…

Could Kasita force an emotion? Purposefully force herself to be happy enough to send that signal to Alyssa? Or maybe imagine something that made her happy… That would probably work better as the emotion would be real. Or realish. How to communicate that though?

First and foremost, she needed to know if Kasita could even detect the Seraphim. If she couldn’t do that, there was no point in continuing to more complex tasks. Alyssa was skeptical. She gave it low odds that it would work. In reality, Kasita could detect things through her innate biological and magical being. Here, souls weren’t so dissimilar to one another. The only reason it would work would be that a mimic’s perception came not from the body, but from the soul.

So Alyssa tried sending a few concepts over.

~Joy; positive~ ~Frustration; negative~ ~Query~ ~Comprehension~

Then she waited, listening in on Kasita’s emotions. They were tumultuous at first. Both joy and frustration were present, with there being far more frustration. However, they had been present beforehand. Along with the likes of fear, courage, loneliness, bewilderment, and all the other emotions that generally made up someone. Alyssa was specifically looking for a spike in one of the two emotions. Well, not frustration. There really was only one answer to this question. Either Kasita would understand, upon which Alyssa was hoping that she would figure out a way to make herself a little happier, or she wouldn’t understand and wouldn’t answer at all in any appreciable capacity.

~Emotion~ ~Receive~

Alyssa added a few things, hoping that Kasita would understand that she could detect her emotions. Then she waited again. After, she tried a few more different concepts. Then waiting. Then concepts. She could tell that frustration in Kasita was mounting, which actually made it quite an appropriate way to say no. But, after a while, something must have clicked. Kasita welled up, practically glowing with a smug sense of satisfaction. It wasn’t quite joy, though Alyssa could tell that she was generally feeling a little more joyful, but it was close enough that Alyssa decided to rephrase her question.

~Hope; positive~ ~Anger; negative~ ~Query~ ~Comprehension~

Immediately after sending that group of concepts over to Kasita, hope spiked. Alyssa could feel it in herself just as much as she could feel it in Kasita. It worked. They had a way of communicating, limited though it was. Her joy and satisfaction still had yet to go down, so it might be necessary to cycle through some emotions to get definitive answers, but that was a small price to pay. Everything would pretty much have to be binary, yes or no, questions. Maybe there could be a third option there somewhere, but that was probably not necessary. Through a game of twenty questions, nearly any concept or idea should be able to go between them.

It might take a while, but Alyssa didn’t think time mattered in this place at all.

So she started. The first few questions she had were fairly general. She wanted to know whether or not Kasita could still perceive the real world. Alyssa couldn’t. Everything was just a Throne-filled void for her. The same seemed to be true for Kasita. Then she went on, asking about Tenebrael’s presence, the Throne’s presence, and even Alyssa. After the general questions, Alyssa started to narrow things down to what she actually wanted to know.

~Amusement; positive~ ~Impatience; negative~ ~Query~ ~Extraneous presences~

Was there anything other than the Throne, Alyssa, and Tenebrael that Kasita could detect?

The responses to her questions had been slow at the start, but by the sixth one, Kasita had started to get the rhythm. But this question seemed to trip her up. She hesitated, frustrated. Frustration was not a proper response to this question, so Alyssa was a little confused. Was she trying to see something else but couldn’t and was therefore naturally getting frustrated? Was she unsure about whether or not she was seeing other things?

Just as Alyssa thought to ask a few clarifying questions to figure out the problem, Kasita did something Alyssa had not been expecting.

Kasita pulled back. The connection between them broke. Alyssa panicked, worried that she had done something wrong. She tried reaching out again, only for Kasita to avoid her. The way the impulses of the souls worked within the adrift realm, it wasn’t exactly like that. But it was close enough that it didn’t matter.

While trying to figure out if her question had somehow offended Kasita so much that the normally laid-back mimic wouldn’t just ufu~ the issue away, Kasita latched back onto Alyssa. Painfully. It was like when Alyssa had first reached out to her while in this place, lashing and afraid. It hurt, but Alyssa steeled herself and bore with it. She could tell that Kasita was already calming down. The painful tearing faded as companionship welled up inside the mimic.

And along with that companionship, amusement. A lot of amusement. It was shaky. Obviously forced. But Alyssa was pretty sure that it was an answer to her question. Just to be sure, she repeated the question. This time, she substituted amusement with interest… and found a suddenly interested mimic holding onto her tighter than before.

Kasita could see other things out there. Seraphim, hopefully. Alyssa could confirm that, and whether or not Kasita could detect them in a more definite manner than Alyssa, with a few more questions. But first, she had to know why Kasita broke off in the first place. If there was some problem…

It took ten questions before Alyssa thought she had an answer.

Thus far, Alyssa had been shielding Kasita, protecting her from the full might of the Throne. That shielding was interfering with Kasita’s sense of the realm around them. Kasita had broken off, pulled away from Alyssa and that protection just to help out. Alyssa couldn’t help but feel immense gratitude that she had even met the mimic in the first place, let alone had become as close as they were today. If she hadn’t met Kasita… well, she probably would have died during one of her first nights in Lyria, first of all. But doing this… might have been impossible.

But it wasn’t.

Alyssa, through a series of questions, asked Kasita if she could find any weak points. Paths to the Throne that were not guarded by any Seraphim. They wouldn’t be physical paths, as none of that existed here, but they might just be some hole in the Seraphim’s defenses. Especially because the Seraphim would probably not move on their own, given what Alyssa knew about them. At least not until a threat was detected. Perhaps at one point in time, they would have been buzzing around like angry wasps defending their nest, but today, a weakness existed.

It was too much to hope for that the Seraphim would ignore her completely if she did find a hole in their defenses. But time and space were illusions here. All Alyssa needed to do was to touch the Throne and immediately, instantaneously, return to reality.

Hopefully the Seraphim wouldn’t follow… If they did, she might be able to talk her way out of trouble using her status as an Unknown Angel, but that was not likely to be reliable—Tenebrael said that trying to talk to them was like trying to talk to a brick wall. The power of the Throne might be enough to simply wave her hand and wish the entire caste of Seraphim from existence, but judging by how much time it had taken to wield Tenebrael’s power even at the level she did today, it probably wouldn’t be something she could do right away.

Tenebrael would surely have some extra ideas on how to avoid the Seraphim, aside from the few plans Alyssa had to deal with the situation.

Still, first step first.

She had to connect with the Throne. If she couldn’t manage that, there was no point in thinking about what might happen after.

Kasita was definitely trying to help, even if Alyssa hadn’t gotten responses to all her questions just yet. Every few minutes, Kasita would break contact and drift a short distance away. That would last only a few moments before she rushed back to Alyssa. Thankfully, she seemed to have herself under enough control—or simply got used to the feelings without Alyssa nearby—that her soul didn’t thrash and slice in wild flailings.

It took dozens of such attempts before Alyssa got the emotional response that she was looking for. Glee signified that Kasita had done it. She found something that might be useful.

Although initially pleased, Alyssa immediately felt her own frustration rise as she realized that figuring out what Kasita knew might take question after question. She had no idea how long it had been in the outside world, whether any time was passing at all or whether she might wake up to find herself like Rip Van Winkle, old with the world having grown old as well. This place was timeless, but that contributed to feeling like she had been here for just short of an eternity.

Question after question passed. Kasita definitely found somewhere that the Seraphim were not guarding. A hole in their defenses like one Seraphim was missing entirely. Alyssa learned that much. But trying to figure out how to go about finding that spot was nearly impossible. It wasn’t like she could ask which path to take. There were no paths. No landmarks. Even the Throne and how Alyssa saw it as some kind of clockwork machine didn’t translate well. Kasita seemed to see something else entirely. Asking about a certain part of it got nothing but confusion in response.

The talks went on and on. Alyssa couldn’t use frustration as signifying a negative response anymore because of how naturally frustrated Kasita was becoming.

It wasn’t even a surprise when she kept pulling away from Alyssa. The thought that exposing herself to the Throne was considered a break rankled. She always came back quickly, but Alyssa had to wonder if she would stay away for a bit if the Throne weren’t there. Alyssa was certainly getting frustrated as well. Two people seeing two different things, trying to describe something that was probably subjective, all without being able to properly communicate was wearing her down. Down to the point where she was considering calling it quits for now. She still had to make sure that Kasita could get back to her body properly as well.

Some of her own irritation must have leaked through to Kasita. The mimic broke off again, right after having come back. Alyssa hadn’t even tried asking a question this time.

But this time, something was different.

Kasita definitely pulled away, but she didn’t let go. Alyssa found herself dragged through the adrift, pulled toward the Throne as Kasita made her way toward it as well. Kasita didn’t slow down or stop. She didn’t hesitate in the slightest. Not even as they crossed the threshold where Alyssa had been rebuffed by the Seraphim.

In the maw of the Throne, Alyssa could more easily detect the Seraphim. Seeing them from the backside was easier, somehow. Like looking for a star next to the sun would have been impossible, but if she waited until the right time of year, the sun would be at her back. And she could see it now. A steady array of defenders around the Throne.

With one hole. Right where they had gone through.

The Seraphim weren’t moving. They were holding their positions, guarding against intruders without looking to see that an intruder had already slipped past. Two intruders. Kasita was here as well.

Terror. Excitement. Elation. Apprehension. Smugness. Fear. Determination.

Kasita’s emotions came through unfiltered. It was amazing that she had managed to keep it together as they got closer and closer. The Throne was oppressive from a distance. Up close…

Even Alyssa shuddered, wanting to flee.

But Kasita’s determination filled Alyssa with determination.

They were here. They made it hand in hand.

And there was nothing left to do but reach out and touch the Throne.

            

    
        048.003 Empyreal - Heightened Reality

    
    
    
    
                Alyssa lurched into a sitting position at the same time as she lurched into reality.

Soft grass beneath her. Starry night sky above her. With the pale grey moon hanging high over her, Alyssa knew that she was back. Really back. She could feel the chill of the night’s air on her skin and could hear the splashing of something making noise in the nearby lake. It should have been relaxing. Calming. After spending what felt like forever inside that empty place she had dubbed the adrift, reality was a comfort.

Should have been.

Alyssa’s body felt like it was on fire. Pinpricks of pain rankled over her skin. Her heart was beating a mile a minute, hammering against her chest so hard that a deep dread, a foreboding sense of impending doom would not leave her mind. She couldn’t ignore it. Her breathing turned ragged as she sucked in a breath, realizing that she did not know what to do. Paranoia gripped her.

She snapped her head left. Then to the right. There was no help to be found from any corner of her sight. Tenebrael wasn’t nearby. Neither was Kasita. Tenebrael, Alyssa could explain. It was night at the moment, but it had definitely been morning when she and Alyssa last saw each other. That meant that it had been at least one day. Possibly more. People had died during that time and Tenebrael had a duty to fulfill. It would have been impossible for her to have remained nearby without contracting the help of Iosefael or some other angel.

Kasita’s absence was far more concerning because Alyssa did know where the mimic was. If Kasita wasn’t back in her body now…

“Kasita.” The name felt like fire in her mouth. She was pretty sure that some of her saliva turned to steam when she opened her mouth. Yet, oddly enough, she might have calmed down just a little. Worrying about Kasita gave her something else to focus on. A distraction from the heat beneath her skin.

There was, unfortunately, no response. Kasita was probably still adrift. Before leaving, Alyssa had done her best to reiterate how she returned to her body, but whether or not Kasita would be able to repeat that feat remained to be seen. And she knew just where to watch. Alyssa knew where Kasita’s physical body was. There was a jeweled band around her wrist that hadn’t been there before. It wasn’t something Tenebrael had given her or something she forgot about… She knew it was Kasita.

Normal wristbands did not have souls, after all. And Alyssa could see that soul very clearly. Her eyes weren’t even closed and yet she could see better than ever before.

The longer she stared at Kasita’s soul, the more certain Alyssa got that something was wrong with it. What she felt was not something easily put to words. There was probably an Enochian character that could perfectly describe her exact state of mind at the moment, but she didn’t know what that was. Regardless, there was definitely something amiss. The soul was… disassociated. If that was the right word.

More than that, Alyssa was pretty certain that she knew how to fix the problem. She couldn’t explain how she knew, though she had some strong suspicions of why she knew. Reaching to it, Alyssa gently brushed her finger over the top of the wristband that was Kasita.

A spark went off and the soul snapped into its proper place.

The wristband flickered and dissolved.

Alyssa’s heart lurched once again. What little calm she had been able to regain vanished as paranoia settled in once more. A fear that she had done something irreversible to her best friend tore at her.

She could no longer see the soul. Looking around her, Alyssa still couldn’t see it. She could see far off souls. The souls of the people who lived in Teneville and Lyria and everywhere. Even Tenebrael was visible out there, harvesting the soul of an elderly man who enjoyed whittling wood in his spare time and gifting carvings to travelers that passed through his village. Alyssa blinked at that odd thought until she realized that his entire life was flashing before her eyes.

He was a kind old man, but he hadn’t always been that way. He had hurt a lot of people in his younger years. Mostly women. It got to the point where he actually got exiled from his old village. Too many enemies. Too many husbands hated him. Many villages he passed through apparently caught wind of who he was and forced him out as well. It wasn’t until he had been disfigured by a monster known as a cupid that he got a new perspective on his life, even coming to regret how he had acted and what he had done. The disfigurement helped him find a new life, completely separate from how he used to live, where he just tried to bring a smile to others’ faces.

Alyssa shuddered as she pulled out of the man’s life. All that history, all that rich life… It had given his soul potential.

Watching Tenebrael take that potential for herself felt… wrong. Alyssa found herself disgruntled as she watched the angel on the other side of the planet consume the soul. It wasn’t until she realized that she was grinding her teeth together that Alyssa stopped. Confusion replaced irritation as she wondered why she felt so annoyed with Tenebrael. It had to be the Throne. Was it… can it think for itself? A new fear piled on top of all the others, a fear that the Throne was influencing her in a very direct fashion. Alyssa couldn’t imagine any other reason she would get so frustrated with Tenebrael doing something that Alyssa already knew she did.

Shaking her head, Alyssa realized that she had more important things to worry about.

Kasita.

The mimic was not dead. Of that, Alyssa was now certain. A soul could not be destroyed. Not like that, anyway. Not with a simple touch, even with the Throne’s power. Even if she had destroyed it, a soul contained immense potential. All that potential would have had to have gone somewhere. Alyssa’s body, the house, the lake, maybe even the whole mountain would have been wiped out had the soul been violently destroyed.

So Kasita was somewhere. Alyssa just had to find her.

With Tenebrael’s power, Alyssa had been able to see souls all over Nod. But beyond a certain distance around her, they all blurred together. Now, she was quite certain that she had successfully connected herself to the Throne. She could distinguish souls all across the planet. Brakkt and Irulon, the rest of her friends as well. They were there, off in Lyria. She dared not look deeper. It was one thing to have some random person’s life story flash through her head. She would never meet that guy and he would never know. But she did not want to risk looking into the history of her friends. Even if she kept it a secret to her dying day, it might change how she looked at them. She knew that Irulon had a point in her past where she had experimented on corpses to make the Toymaker series of spells. She didn’t need to know more than that. Brakkt, she liked just the way he was. He could share detailed stories of his past if and when he felt like it.

Turning away from Lyria, Alyssa realized something else. At first, it was just a glimmer in the night sky. Maybe a twinkling star. But there was something odd about it that made her focus.

It was then that Alyssa realized the true scope of the universe itself.

There were souls up there. Not in some kind of religious concept of heaven, but literally. She could see pockets of souls that had to be other planets. Maybe Earth was among them. Tenebrael had confirmed that Earth was in the same universe as Nod, after all. Unfortunately, while she could see clearly across the entirety of Nod, other planets were apparently too far. Or maybe they were just too small relative to her position. A few billion souls all concentrated on the point of a needle was too many for her. At least at the moment.

She had gotten better at using Tenebrael’s power over time. The same might be true now.

Since she could see so far, she should be able to find Kasita. Kasita wasn’t likely to be on another planet. Although, thinking about how Earth was in this universe reminded herself that Kasita might not be… Hadn’t that been Irulon’s theory? Kasita existed in a parallel universe mostly, only extending a portion of herself into this world which she built illusory constructs around.

From what Alyssa knew, from what she understood, even a parallel universe should still be connected to the Throne. The Throne was everything. Alyssa’s inability to see individual souls on other planets was a human limitation. Not a limitation of the Throne. But that limitation shouldn’t matter here. A parallel universe would be overlaid on top of this one. Kasita shouldn’t be far away. In fact, she should be right here, just… to the side?

With the Throne, anything should be possible. Unfortunately, Alyssa wasn’t quite sure where to go from there. It wasn’t like she could look up parallel universes on her phone. They were essentially just theories on Earth. This was something she would have to figure out for herself.

Or was it?

“Tenebrael,” Alyssa said aloud. More steam escaped from her mouth as she spoke.

On the opposite side of the planet, Tenebrael stopped moving. The crystalline components that made up her being stuttered for just the barest instant. The next instant, Tenebrael was gone.

Black feathers rained down around Alyssa. In the midst of them, Tenebrael hovered above the ground with a shocked expression on her face. Even after she saw Alyssa sitting in the grass, looking up at her, Tenebrael’s eyes widened further. “Please don’t do that again,” Tenebrael said, closing her eyes as she pressed a hand to her chest and breathed in. “It was… disconcerting. Like the Throne was summoning me for an audience.”

“Help me find Kasita.”

“Alyssa Meadows… are you… alright?”

“I’m fine. But Kasita—”

“You are not fine.” A concerned Tenebrael got down on her knees to make herself roughly level with Alyssa. She reached out, touching Alyssa on the shoulders. “Your body is tearing itself apart. It is a wonder that there aren’t pieces of you lying all over the place. I knew it. The Throne is too much. We should sever the connection.”

My body… Alyssa looked down. She was still wearing the dragon scale armor. Now that she was thinking about it… it felt like a sauna underneath. Removing the outer layer, she found her undershirt completely and thoroughly soaked. So full of sweat that it wouldn’t be able to hold any more moisture if it tried. No longer trapped, that moisture apparently decided it would rather be steam at the moment.

She was losing water at an alarming rate. More than that, a human body shouldn’t be hot enough to turn water to steam. Her heart shouldn’t be pounding that hard. Her insides shouldn’t feel like they were drying up…

Tenebrael was right.

But Alyssa knew the human body. She knew variations of the human body. She had even started investigating the dragon armor just before the battle in the hopes of giving Companion a set of it for herself.

If something was wrong with her body, all she had to do was fix it.

For just a moment, she considered something dangerous. Kasita was the one to have brought it up when she expressed her fears that Alyssa might just up and disappear. Nobody could see Tenebrael, which Alyssa was pretty sure was because Tenebrael didn’t have a real body. Alyssa still didn’t know why she could see Tenebrael, but that didn’t really matter at the moment. The point was, if her body was the problem, wouldn’t getting rid of it solve that problem?

The more rational part of her overheated brain quickly shut down that idea. If she didn’t have a body, she wouldn’t be able to be with Brakkt or ride Izsha. Living like a normal person would be impossible, even if she figured out a way to let them see her, it just wouldn’t be the same.

No. There had to be another solution.

To start with, Alyssa needed to reconstitute her body. All that water loss to sweat would dehydrate her. But that was a simple matter. She had created so many bodies and experimented with them so much that it was barely worth a thought. The bigger issue was her temperature. She couldn’t literally be boiling her sweat with nothing more than her own body heat. She was pretty sure her brain would have cooked and died instantly if she were that hot. Which meant that there was probably some magic shenanigans going on.

Temperature control was simple, even if figuring out the root cause of her irregular temperature was not. For the time being, Alyssa forced her body to cool down. It felt like ice flowing through her veins, but she could feel it working. She was feeling better already.

“That won’t last. You won’t be able to keep that up forever.”

“Then what should I do?” Alyssa said slowly, more focused on examining the changes she had made to her body and looking for any problems. At least her breath wasn’t exploding into a gust of steam the moment it left her mouth. That was a good sign. “Should I just let the likes of Bastiel walk all over me? Shrug my shoulders and accept that I have no real control over anything?”

“Alyssa…”

“Fuck that. I just need time. Time to acclimate. Time to figure out what I need to do to my body to get it feeling normal. Time to figure out how to properly use the Throne’s power. It is already so much more than what I had access to through you. No offense. But it barely took a thought to change my body. Even as little as I did would have required heavy concentration and focus before. This isn’t optimal. I can still feel my heart pounding. But it will buy me time…

“And in the meantime, I need your help.”

The concern on Tenebrael’s face only intensified as Alyssa spoke. For a long moment, she didn’t say anything in response. Alyssa waited, staring at the angel in the eyes, not breaking contact until Tenebrael sighed. “If it makes you feel better… What do you need?”

“There was something wrong with Kasita’s soul. It was still in adrift when I got back. I’m positive that I fixed it, but I think I also spooked her enough that she fully retreated into her real body’s world. The parallel world? Or whatever it is where mimics go while they are mimicking things. Take me there.”

“You fixed her soul? How? What did you do?”

“I…” Alyssa hadn’t really thought about it at the time. Possibly because her brain was overheating. But thinking back… what had she done? “I did what felt right,” was all she could say.

“If that is the case, we should find your companion quickly.”

“Did I do something wrong?”

“You can’t even tell me what you did.”

Tenebrael, with surprising haste, wrapped her arms and wings around Alyssa, drawing her into a tight hug. Normally, she did something like this a little slower, savoring the moment, if Alyssa had to put it to words. But this time, she barely got her wings around Alyssa before the familiar feel of teleportation occurred.

The place they teleported to felt different from anything else Alyssa had ever experienced. In fact, it almost had a sense of the adrift. Everything around her was muted somehow. The colors, the sound, even the taste of the air. Objectively, if Alyssa looked around, she would have to describe it as being identical to the place she had left. The lake near her house was there along with the forest and the hills. As far as she could tell, it was all exactly the same. Except the house was missing. That was the only difference.

The souls of all the people in the regular world had vanished from Alyssa’s senses. There were a few here, but probably not more than a thousand. Across the entire planet. There was no sign of Fela or Brakkt. None of the people she knew were here. Or… Almost none. Something drew Alyssa’s attention to a far off location. A familiar presence. It wasn’t Kasita, but it was something she recognized the moment she looked a little deeper into its soul.

The gaunt. The same one she had met so long ago. It took a moment to understand why it was here.

Irulon had said something along the lines of gaunts drawing prey into their own hunting ground for later consumption. That hunting ground had to be this parallel world. It was far off, so as long as it couldn’t move faster than it could in reality, Alyssa shouldn’t have to worry about it.

Still, she would keep it in her peripheral vision. Just in case. It didn’t seem like a very good hunting ground if its victims could just run away, after all.

Much closer around, Kasita should have been somewhere. After all, she had just been at this lake in the regular world. Unless the locations didn’t match up exactly. That… actually made more sense. Kasita in her normal body wouldn’t have been able to travel fast enough to match a portal or even a draken. Unless she had a mount to ride in this place, she should have been confined to a fairly limited speed.

So where was she?

“Kasita!” Alyssa called out, not sure what she was hoping for. If she couldn’t detect Kasita’s soul, then…

A shimmer in the corner of her eye made Alyssa turn. In the grass, she found a discarded wristband. It was only there for a moment. A human body quickly replaced it. One roughly matching Alyssa in appearance. As she watched, a soul filled in, coming through… something. A hole in the world? It was definitely Kasita. Both the body and the soul matched with what Alyssa knew. But where had it been?

Kasita, lying flat on the grass, slowly opened her eyes. “You came for me!” she said, voice soft. “And Tenebrael too.”

Alyssa didn’t have a response. She was too shocked, staring at her sister.

“Ufu~” Kasita giggled as she slowly sat up, turning to fully face Alyssa. “Surprised?” She pointed a finger at her own eyes. “Now we match!”

An illusion? No. Definitely not. While Kasita would be capable of such a thing, Alyssa could feel the divine magic in those glowing white eyes. They were real. She had connected to something. Tenebrael? Or the Throne itself.
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                “Tenebrael sure looks less impressive than I originally imagined.”

“Excuse me? I’ll have you know that I can look very impressive if I want,” Tenebrael said with a hefty huff. She spread her wings just a bit. Enough that Alyssa might have thought it was just a natural and unconscious reaction caused by small shifts in her posture were it not for the fact that Tenebrael was a deeply unnatural being. An angel didn’t make unconscious movements. While Alyssa had long assumed such a thing, for some reason, she simply knew it to be true now. “Alyssa tends to find those kinds of things tiresome and I think my halo light hurts her eyes, so I don’t bother most of the time.”

“Ufu~ So considerate of us mere mortals. Or is it just Alyssa you’re considerate with?”

“Just Alyssa,” Tenebrael answered quickly and without a moment of hesitating. “The rest of you can’t normally see me, so why bother? And on the odd occasions where mortals can see me, even for a brief period of time… well, I have to appear my best. Don’t want rumors spreading that Tenebrael is a slob of an angel.”

“Fu~ Thought so. All the stories I’ve heard of you paint you in a much more… grandiose picture. Though, from the way Alyssa talks, you are quite enamored with her.”

“Can you blame me? She is the first person in a few thousand years who can actually interact with me. You would not believe how droll the centuries get with no one but yourself and uptight angels to talk to. I don’t even normally talk to them. In the last few months, I’ve spoken to other angels ten times as much as I had in the past thousand years combined.”

“I thought there was another angel that you were friends with? A certain Iosefael?”

“She had her own assignment. I had mine. It was actually boredom and my friendship with Iosefael that led me to Alyssa in the first place. And we’ve been together ever since.”

“Well, looks like Brakkt has some competition.”

“Competition? Please. We’re not even playing the same game. I have infinite patience. I’m not constrained by time. As such, I am quite content with our current relationship.”

“But if you don’t—”

“I would appreciate it if you two would not talk about me as if I am not here,” Alyssa said, tone deliberately harsh. Tenebrael at least had the decency to look embarrassed, calculated as that expression must have been. Kasita just grinned like she knew what she was doing the whole time.

It was weird. The two of them were just chatting away like old friends. An… eerie sight to see. Tenebrael wasn’t making a single mention about the fact that Kasita could clearly see her. Aside from pointing out that her eyes were now glowing, Kasita wasn’t even bringing up the fact that she was clearly connected to something divine, whether that be the Throne or Tenebrael, Alyssa wasn’t quite sure. Her eyes were glowing white like Tenebrael’s, but it might simply be because of familiarity with Alyssa’s glowing eyes.

When Alyssa first connected to Tenebrael, she had asked about her eyes and got the answer that they looked like Tenebrael’s because Tenebrael’s eyes were the first that she had seen. It was why Alyssa expected her own eyes to still be glowing like that even though she was connected to the Throne instead of Tenebrael this time.

A compact mirror appeared in Alyssa’s hand. She barely had to think about it, unlike how it had been before where it took at least a little concentration. Butterflies started fluttering around her stomach at the thought of looking at herself, worried at what she might find. What if she had messed up in fixing her body? Or what if the Throne was changing her in some other way than simply making her eyes glow?

She chanced a look… and just about sighed in relief.

Her eyes were different. More like Fela’s eyes with small jets of fire coming from them, except this fire was pure white. Divine light. It wasn’t burning her hair or eyebrows, or skin for that matter, which was a nice consolation to the rest of her body feeling like it was constantly on fire. Given the similarity to Fela’s fiery eyes, Alyssa had to wonder if these jets of flames were more of the mind-makes-it-so aspect of why her eyes looked like Tenebrael’s in the first place—which they did again, under all that fire. Perhaps imagining the Throne as a giant burning machine subconsciously influenced how her eyes would look while connected.

“Kasita…” Alyssa said, tearing her eyes away from her reflection to focus on her friend. “Are you feeling alright?”

“Quite well, actually.”

Alyssa, who was still having to periodically refresh her body to keep from boiling alive, was a little skeptical of that answer.

“I was having a lot of trouble getting out of that place we were in,” Kasita said a little softer. She held out her hand, clearly asking for the mirror, though she didn’t mention it as she continued talking. “I think I took a little piece of it with me when something yanked me out. That was you, right? I was getting real scared when you disappeared and I couldn’t escape.”

With no reason not to, Alyssa handed it over. “I’m glad what I did worked… but what about your real body?”

Kasita didn’t answer for a long moment, choosing to stare into the mirror. She focused intently on her own eyes. The color changed from white to blue then green, though the glow remained. After a moment, they turned back to white as she slowly lowered the mirror and looked back up. “Real body?”

“Connecting to the Throne is putting stress on her body,” Tenebrael said, looking back to Alyssa with that same concern riddled over her face. “She needs to cut herself off, but she is being stubborn.”

“I’m fine. I can handle it. But I just want to be sure that Kasita can handle it too, I know she…” Alyssa turned to properly face Kasita. “I know you don’t feel pain in the same way that normal people do. I just want to make sure that you’re alright. Can you show me your real body again? I know you don’t like—”

“I like being me. That thing isn’t me. But it’s alright. If you’re worried, I don’t mind showing you.”

“Thank you.”

Kasita closed her eyes. Her body shimmered. The mirror fell through her fading fingers, landing among the grass. A pinhole opened up in the parallel world, just for an instant. A moment later, Kasita’s real body was sitting on the ground. Though sitting was an… operative word to use. Kasita’s true form was something resembling a ball of living tar with legs. Four legs, to be precise. Each leg was made up of the same tar that made up the main body, twisted around each other into narrow tentacles. It constantly moved and squirmed, even while the body as a whole stood still. A field of static clung to it, making it look like something that climbed out of an old and faulty television set.

Deep within the ball that made up the core of Kasita’s body, Alyssa could see glowing light. Divine light. It hadn’t been there the last time Alyssa had seen Kasita in her true form. Hard evidence that Kasita was definitely not creating a realistic illusion of divine magic to make her eyes glow. Looking at it now, Alyssa was more certain than ever that it was not Tenebrael’s magic that she was looking at. It felt too familiar. The Throne itself was leaking out from those cracks in Kasita’s body.

Unfortunately for diagnostic purposes, Kasita was not human. Alyssa had no idea whether or not her body was in danger or if if was handling the Throne’s power as easily as Alyssa handled Tenebrael’s power. She wasn’t emitting steam and boiling sweat from her body, but for all Alyssa knew, that animated tar wasn’t really liquid at all. It was probably some magic construct that didn’t even have sweat glands. Kasita didn’t drink water or eat food after all. She subsisted on magic.

“What do you think?” Alyssa asked Tenebrael.

“I think she is handling it better than you.” Tenebrael said, hovering a little closer. Reaching out a finger, she poked Kasita right on top of the ball of tar. Clearly agitated, Kasita skittered a short distance away, moving around Alyssa to put something between her and the angel. “A lot better than you,” Tenebrael finished. “As far as I am aware, no non-human has ever connected to an angel before. It makes sense that she would be able to thrive with that power in her given that she is essentially magic given intelligence through the infusion of a soul. Even her real body is far less physical than yours.”

“So she’s fine?”

“Well, I didn’t say that.”

“Honestly, I feel fine,” Kasita said as she shifted back to her usual body. Her real body compressed itself down, slipping through another pinhole in the universe. Which… really made Alyssa curious as to where it was going. Kasita’s real body normally sat around in this parallel universe while her usual body was out and about in the regular world. So was it the opposite now? Alyssa didn’t think that Kasita could do that. She had said before that she was completely unaware of this world… but now she was walking around and talking like normal? Surely she would be aware of it now…

Maybe it didn’t matter. The entire situation was abnormal at the moment. The important thing was that Kasita was fine and Alyssa hadn’t accidentally hurt her.

It let her breathe a small sigh of relief.

“Should we head back to the regular world?” Alyssa asked. This world was fairly empty. All Alyssa could sense were a few gaunts, more mimics off in the distance, and a few other species that she didn’t recognize who must all interact with this world in some way. There were dangerous things, but Kasita could presumably avoid them. On the other hand, if her real body was back in the real world, there were all kinds of predators that might decide she looked like a tasty snack. Even something like a fox might try to take a bite out of her.

“You’re right,” Tenebrael said with a slow nod. “Mortals really shouldn’t be here at all.”

“Is it dangerous?” Alyssa asked, suddenly worried that the only reason she was surviving here was because she was constantly fixing her body.

Though that was probably the only reason she was alive at the moment for other reasons.

“Not particularly. It just shouldn’t be changed very much. Mortals—humans especially—have a habit of changing things to their liking.”

“But Kasita normally lives here, doesn’t she? In a way, anyway.”

“The things that do live here aren’t the kind of things that would interact with the environment. This place needs to be preserved as it is. It is… something of a backup of Nod. A template for how the world would be if only time and nature acted on it.

“To be honest, I don’t really know what it is for beyond that. Though I am the effective god of this world, I didn’t create this place. It already existed when I was assigned to be the Dominion for this world. I presume the Throne would have used it if ever there was an emergency, but I can’t imagine anything that would actually give cause to use this place.”

“What if a meteor hit and wiped out all life?”

“I doubt it would come into play even then. If the Throne didn’t want all life on a certain planet wiped out, it wouldn’t have created the conditions to form said meteor when the universe was first created. Besides that, this parallel world would be struck by a meteor at the same time. Unless, of course, that meteor was somehow sent by humans, in which case it wouldn’t hit here.”

“Then what if the humans in the real world launched an Armageddon-style mission and knocked the meteor off course?”

“This world would still be struck, but the real world wouldn’t.”

“Hmm… That’s… kind of scary.”

“Don’t look at me. I don’t know anything. You’re connected to the Throne. Maybe you can figure it out since, as you’re fond of saying, you don’t have my restrictive programming.”

Could I? She had been so concerned with everything going on that she really hadn’t had a chance to explore the link between herself and the Throne yet. Aside from being able to see souls far more clearly and just knowing how to fix the problem with Kasita’s soul, she really didn’t notice much difference between now and when she held Tenebrael’s power.

“Before you start thinking about things too deeply, let us get back to the real world. If you break this place, I’ll be a little annoyed. But you can do whatever you want in the real world.”

Shouldn’t it be the other way around? Breaking a world that had no purpose seemed like the perfect use for it. But… Tenebrael was technically the boss. Alyssa just nodded her head, watching from the corner of her eye as Kasita did the same.

Tenebrael stepped forward. She spread her wings wide and cocooned them around both Alyssa and Kasita. “Hold on tight,” she said with a smile. Before anything could happen, her smile slipped as she looked to Kasita. “Would you switch to your natural form once again?”

“I teleported with you while in a guise before.”

“Yes. But that was from Lyria to Teneville or Nod to Earth. Pretty short distances. This one is across an entire planar existence, which is quite far if you knew how to calculate it. And you are occupying space in two separate planes at once. Who knows what kinds of problems that would cause.”

“Alright. Alright. I understand,” Kasita said with obvious irritation in her voice. “I could probably get back on my own, you know? Figure out how to work this magic and…”

She didn’t give Tenebrael a chance to respond before her form shimmered. The four legged form of Kasita popped out, curling its cohesive tar legs around Tenebrael’s waist. Which looked quite strange. The legs clearly didn’t have bones in them. They stretched and squirmed. Alyssa tried not to mind it—that was Kasita, after all—but she could definitely understand why Kasita might prefer to be just about anything else. The way her body moved was undeniably unsettling at a very primal level.

Tenebrael didn’t mind at all, not even as one of the tendrils curled up and around her shoulder, resting against her neck. She just smiled once again.

And, once again, Alyssa felt the shifting of the world around her.

The smell was the first thing that hit her. A cool morning dew off the grass had a crisp scent completely unlike anything else she had ever smelled. It was soothing and refreshing. The sounds were no longer muted as well. She could hear things causing splashes in the water of the lake. And, when Tenebrael’s feathery cocoon fell from around her, Alyssa got her first in-person look at…

A six winged angel, floating above the lake.
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                No one moved. Not Kasita. Not Tenebrael. And certainly not Alyssa. All three of them knew that this was bad. Even Kasita, who had read through the notebooks Alyssa had been making during her stay in this world. Seraphim were protectors of the Throne. The final line of defense. Tenebrael had said that their power was second only to the Throne itself. They were able to destroy planets with a thought or tear reality itself apart.

Once deployed, the Seraphim never lost. According to Tenebrael. Though she had never actually seen one in action first-hand. All she had were tales from other angels around the Endless Expanse. Many of whom had likely never seen a Seraphim fight either and were just repeating what they heard from others. But even with that small hope and the power of the Throne at her fingertips, Alyssa didn’t know what she was supposed to do. If it did come down to a fight, even being this far away from Lyria might not save Brakkt and Irulon.

The nervous energy winding up inside her almost made her laugh. It didn’t help that there was plenty to laugh about. First of all, everyone was acting like this was some sort of T-Rex. Like it wouldn’t be able to see them if they stood still enough. Which was obviously false. A Seraphim should have the same sense of souls that Alyssa had. Probably an even better version.

Then there was its general appearance. Alyssa could honestly not decide whether it was creepy or humorous. The Seraphim had a humanoid body, with its six wings crowding out space behind its back, but its proportions were all wrong for a human. Its arms and legs were lithe and thin, spindly and long. Its arms especially so. Even with the length of its legs, were its arms at its side rather than crossed over its chest, its long fingers might have dragged on the ground. If it were standing on the ground, that was. At the moment, it hovered over the lake, looking toward the house.

Its torso, however, was bulky and short. Not in a muscular sort of way. At the same time, it wasn’t even really in an obese manner either. Its bulk was just like someone had taken some soft clay and slapped it all into a rough body shape without knowing how to work the clay to make it into a proper sculpture. That said, most of its bulk was hidden beneath a dress-like armor. It looked like a bathrobe that wasn’t designed to close fully with several pieces of ornate silver metal around its shoulders, hips, wrists, and ankles. There were a few inches of bare chest exposed between the two sides of the golden robe. Nothing actually held the robe closed, but Alyssa wasn’t sure that it was a robe in the first place. Looking closer, she was pretty sure it was actually part of its body. Which just further compounded its strange nature.

On top of it all, its head was just a bit too small. Like a young boy wearing a suit with padded shoulders. Its androgynous face displayed no emotions at all. A blank face even worse than the likes of Bastiel or Rhoziel. That, more than anything else, pushed it into the uncanny valley, making it just a little more creepy than it could possibly be humorous.

“What do we do?” Kasita said, breaking the silence first as she looked to the two who had slightly more experience in these kinds of things.

Alyssa grimaced at the noise, tensing. It had to happen at some time, but she would have preferred a few more moments of peaceful silence.

The Seraphim, thankfully, did not move. It didn’t even turn its head a fraction of an inch. Were mortals and even Dominions simply so far beneath it that it didn’t take any more notice of them than Alyssa took of an aphid crawling across a leaf? Or was it because of its programming? It responded to an intrusion against the Throne, found nothing here, and went idle? That would certainly be the optimal outcome of this situation.

“Fighting… is impossible,” Tenebrael said, putting voice to Alyssa’s immediate thoughts.

“So run then? Mind teleporting us to the opposite side of the universe?”

“If it wants to follow, that wouldn’t be far enough.”

“Your prison then,” Alyssa said. “That place is separated from the rest of reality, isn’t it?”

“It would probably notice. If an idiot like Iosefael can figure out how to get inside after seeing it only a few times, a Seraphim would likely not have to think hard at all. It might even know our destination before we left.”

“So what? We sit here and hope it leaves on its own?”

“That’s an excellent idea, Kasita. Let’s just back away slowly. Don’t aggravate it. In fact, why don’t we pretend it doesn’t exist.”

“Like Alyssa and I did when Bastiel showed up?”

“I don’t know. I wasn’t there.”

Alyssa took a short breath. “While I agree that leaving is the best option if it will let us do that… I might be able to do something—”

“Don’t you dare. Your Spectral Chains might be able to tie down the likes of Adrael and Iosefael, but they don’t work on me and they definitely won’t work on that thing!”

“I wasn’t going to try that. I’m not an idiot.” Kasita made a noise that might have been the start of a giggle, but it died out before it could fully form. Alyssa didn’t even need to glare at her.

It was the Seraphim that killed the laugh with nothing more than a slight turn of its head.

It didn’t even look toward them, yet everyone immediately went silent again. Tenebrael’s wings were wrapped around both Kasita and Alyssa. They hadn’t moved away from her after returning from the parallel world, meaning that she could teleport them all away. Which she was obviously planning on, despite having just said that it would be useless.

The Seraphim’s head stopped after turning only a slight angle. It moved from looking at the house to looking at the portal next to it. Then it just… stared. Like it had been doing with the house, it didn’t make any motion otherwise. Its eyes didn’t even move with the subtle motions that living beings did unconsciously. Even Tenebrael could do that.

The eeriest thing was its utter silence. Angels were a talkative species. Iosefael and Tenebrael would hardly close their mouths while around. Adrael and Kenziel were perfectly willing to discuss their plans and thoughts even in the middle of tense situations. Bastiel and Rhoziel, while not talkative in the traditional sense, would maintain an almost unbroken pattern of mutterings, repeating numbers and errors and whatever other nonsense they observed, commenting on everything around them. In order to get those last two to be quiet, Alyssa had to directly order them to not ramble on.

But the Seraphim didn’t move its mouth. Looking from this new angle of its head, Alyssa wondered if it could move its mouth. Its face resembled that of a marble sculpture. The Venus de Milo or David. Incredibly detailed, yet just not quite right.

Thinking about those other angels made Alyssa remember something. Something Adrael had said the last time Alyssa saw that particular angel. Adrael had been investigating not just Alyssa, but people like Alyssa. Abominations, she had said. People who could see angels and interact with them like they were regular mortals. The Seraphim’s true purpose, according to Adrael, was not simple defense of the Throne. It was to hunt down aberrants like Alyssa.

Was that why this one was here? It wouldn’t move for a being like Tenebrael because corralling an angel that had gone astray was not in its job description. No matter how much Adrael wished otherwise. But detecting a mortal interfacing with the Throne was its true purpose, so she was what it reacted to.

Though why only one? Was it just pure overkill to send more than one? No sense in expending the energy? Or was it something else? There had been a hole in the Throne’s defensive line back in that adrift place. One Seraphim missing. She didn’t have any evidence, but one Seraphim was supposed to be the leader of the Astral Authority… It made sense for this one to be that leader. That would explain the hole in the defense. And might explain why this one was more active than the others. It had slightly different orders.

Alyssa bit her lip. Her companions hadn’t spoken since it turned its head. The tensions was just too thick for even Kasita to pierce.

Fleeing wouldn’t help. Alyssa was positive of that. With how she could see souls across galaxies, even if she couldn’t distinguish them, she was sure that the Seraphim would be able to as well. Distracting it might work. Demons would probably annoy it, and Tenebrael, given its suspected leadership position over the Astral Authority. She wasn’t willing to throw Tenebrael under the bus and she didn’t exactly have any demons handy at the moment, having banished most of them from the face of the planet. Perhaps she could open a new pit right here.

If Seraphim were as powerful as everyone said they were, no matter what distraction she used, it probably wouldn’t distract it for long.

Its head started moving again, turning slowly toward their group. Tenebrael’s fingers tightened around Alyssa’s shoulders, squeezing down to an almost painful extent.

“Stop!” Alyssa called out in her most authoritative voice. It was what she had planned on doing just a moment ago, before remembering that these things were supposedly designed to hunt down people like her. But it was the only thing she could think of at the moment. It didn’t talk, but maybe she could still convince it that she was some unknown angel acting with authority outside the Throne’s control like she had with Bastiel.

Surprisingly enough, it did stop moving its head before its full line of vision completely crossed their group.

For a moment. Its head started turning once again.

“Cease hunting all aberrant beings,” Alyssa tried. “Return to defend the Throne and remain there for eternity.”

It stopped again. Wings widening and spreading out made golden white feathers start floating through the air around it. Much like what happened when an angel teleported.

For a moment, Alyssa thought it worked. Even to the point where some of the tension drained from her shoulders.

But Tenebrael’s fingers only tightened further. Black wings folded in around Alyssa and Kasita. Alyssa felt the ground removed from beneath her as Tenebrael teleported high into the sky. High enough that Alyssa could barely see the lake, let alone the house and the Seraphim. Yet, focusing, she could somehow still see down there. A benefit of being connected to the Throne, which was connected to everything, perhaps.

And with that power, she watched.

Down below, right where they had been standing near the lake, one of the feathers landed on the ground.

A brilliant beam of blindingly bright light obliterated everything in the area.

More feathers touched down. The lake exploded. Dirt and molten rock was thrown up into the air. Some even reached them, bouncing off a mystic circle that appeared between Tenebrael and the planet. More and more flashes of blinding light dotted the landscape, reaching out into the forest and the base of the high hill that her home had been set atop.

The light cleared as soon as it came. Nothing remained but a gouge in the planet, reaching clear down to the mantle. There was just a crater there now, deep enough that the five hundred Burj Khalifa’s wouldn’t reach the top even if they were stacked on top of each other. Alyssa’s strongest Annihilator had only carved out a few hundred feet of dirt. This thing…

What had once been a peaceful mountaintop was now a burgeoning volcano.

Teneville was fine, Alyssa noted absently. At least for the moment. The crater was narrow. Big enough to encompass the hill her home had been built on in its entirety, but Teneville was several hours of hiking away. Whether or not the ground remained stable was another matter entirely.

One that Alyssa didn’t exactly have time to worry about.

Down in the heat haze, the Seraphim stood unmarred by dirt or debris. Its head was already facing Alyssa. And, despite the distance, when it opened its stone-like mouth to speak a single word one syllable at a time, Alyssa heard it as thunder against her ears.

“In. Ter. Lop. Er.”

“Shit.” Alyssa didn’t know what else to say to that.

She didn’t get to watch any further either. The familiar tug of Tenebrael’s teleportation activating pulled her off to who knew where. Some place that Alyssa had never seen before. It was somewhere on Nod, that much she could tell by the ring around the planet. Beyond that, she didn’t think that she had ever seen such anywhere covered in snow before. Calm and pristine…

For the moment. The Seraphim had yet to arrive.

“Is it not following us?” Alyssa would have expected the Seraphim to have teleported at the same exact time as Tenebrael, somehow knowing where she was heading practically before Tenebrael knew. “I thought running wouldn’t help.”

“Don’t count on it.”

“Even if we can run temporarily, we can’t just be on the run for the rest of our lives. Would severing the connection make it stop chasing us?” It worked on the Astral Authority, so…

“Possibly, but it is now aware of me. I can’t so simply sever my connection to the Throne.”

“Was it talking to you? I thought it was talking to me.”

Kasita, voice soft, chimed in with, “Pretty sure it spoke to me.”

“Great. It spoke to all of us?”

“Let’s find someplace safe for you two,” Tenebrael said. “Cut your connections. Then I’ll…” She trailed off, eyes widening.

They teleported again, this time over an ocean. A flat blue ocean with no islands or coasts to be seen. Alyssa hadn’t even seen a threat at the snowy area before they left. Was it just a crater now as well? Had they escaped just in the nick of time? Or was Tenebrael…

Alyssa, wrapped up in the angel’s wings, stared, realizing… Tenebrael’s entire left leg below the knee was missing. A bit of light escaped, shining out from the wound just like Adrael had done when Alyssa severed the Archangel’s arm.

“You’re injured.”

“I’ll heal,” Tenebrael said, voice stressed, but in more of an emotional sense than out of pain.

“Not if we keep getting chased.”

“Stick with the plan. Sever your connections and—”

“And what? Get chased forever? That isn’t a plan. That’s desperation!”

“You have a better idea?”

“They—”

Alyssa felt something. Some twisting in reality itself. Were it not for her connection to the Throne, she might not have notice. But now…

Her sense of time slowed down. She could see everything around her with hyper-awareness. That twist of reality was somehow familiar. Maybe from the Astral Authority? Or the demon? It didn’t matter now. She knew what was coming before it actually hit. An attack. She didn’t know what form the attack was taking, but she did know that they had to leave. Immediately.

Tenebrael wasn’t teleporting. Distracted by her injury? By worrying over the mortals in her arms? It didn’t matter.

Alyssa had never been able to teleport before. Neither had she been able to make portals. But now, having felt what Tenebrael was doing combined with some innate understanding provided by the Throne, she felt she knew.

The ocean vanished.

Lyria, the Grand City, stood in its place.

Eyes widening at realizing that latching onto someplace familiar might have brought the battle to someplace she cared about, Alyssa immediately shouted to Tenebrael. “Take us somewhere else!”

Angels weren’t supposed to harm mortals. That seemed to be mostly true for all the other angels that Alyssa had met. Something told her that the Seraphim would not care. They had to leave immediately.

Thankfully, Tenebrael was quick on the uptake. The city vanished, turning into an afterimage in Alyssa’s mind almost as quickly as it appeared. A mountain replaced it. Rocky and covered in sagebrush. She didn’t know if people lived here or if there might be a monster community hidden beneath its surface. But the thought was fresh on her mind.

They had to leave Nod. They couldn’t go to Earth. An uninhabited planet would be best. Somewhere that the Seraphim could destroy the entire planet if it escalated to that point.

Or…

“The Seraphim listens to the Throne, right?”

“I hate this plan already,” Tenebrael said, grinding her teeth together.

“Take us to the Endless Expanse!”

“You’ll die there!”

“I’ll figure something out. More importantly, the Seraphim cannot destroy the Throne.” Alyssa didn’t have any proof for that, but it seemed like a silly thing to allow its guardians the ability to harm it. “We just need to take a seat and tell it to stop!”

“There are other Seraphim there.”

“I’m not going to live under the thumb of these—” The world shifted again as the rocky mountain backdrop swapped out for another empty segment of the ocean. Alyssa didn’t let that stop her rant. “—stupid computers! Severing the connection might not work anyway! Even if it does, that thing will chase you around. If it gets frustrated enough, it will probably just destroy the whole solar system! Running and hiding is no good. You want to fuck up the whole angelic system? Tree diagram or whatever? Now is the time! We’ll end it or die trying!”

“Likely the latter!” Tenebrael shouted back.

But Alyssa felt the pull of teleportation once again. This time, there was something a little different about it. A more distant pull than any of the previous ones.

That pull did not stop. Alyssa felt herself pulled apart. Split down into component pieces, which were then dissected and split. It all reverted in an instant. Alyssa refreshed herself. It was an unconscious action, one that she had been carrying on with ever since connecting to the Throne. If not for that…

Pain struck her for an instant as she felt herself form back together. Compressed into a blob of meat and bone, crushed down to a single point. Refreshing fixed that, but only for a moment.

Pushed and pulled. Torn and restored.

The shifting iridescent fractal world of the Endless Expanse might as well have been Hell.
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                For all that the Endless Expanse was a hell to mortals, it was, at least, a pretty hell. No fire and brimstone, obviously. Just the fractal iridescence of multi-faceted towers and buildings, all standing tall over what appeared to be an infinite chasm. Looking at it through those portholes that Irulon had developed did not give the city of the Throne the justice it deserved.

Everything was just so much more here in person. The towers were unfathomably massive. From all the windows she had looked through, Alyssa would have expected them to have been nothing more than skyscrapers. Something analogous to Earth’s tall structures. But the truth was drastically the opposite. She was pretty sure that some of these towers wouldn’t fit on Earth. Others were needle thin. Literally needle thin. Probably smaller, actually. The fractal nonsense of the Endless Expanse made things look normal. And if she walked in the right direction, it actually felt normal. But then she would walk through some section of this place’s reality that wasn’t normal, find herself torn apart, only for her to reassemble herself and find herself half a planet away from where her previous footstep was. Or in another tower entirely. Or just out in the middle of nowhere, relying on her own power of manipulating reality to keep from falling into the Endless Expanse’s endless abyss. Or, more likely, into another bit of fractal nonsense that would kill her and throw her reassembling remains into another section of this nightmare realm.

For as pretty as the constantly shifting iridescence was, Alyssa was pretty sure she would have preferred a fire-and-brimstone hell. She would probably have still needed to fix her body with every inch she moved, but at least it would have been a boiling-skin fix and not a torn-apart-into-component-atoms fix. She was pretty sure that not much at all was left of her original body. It was disturbing to consider, but her soul was the only thing that was holding together in this place. She was likely just reforming a new body around her soul every time she moved.

Her companions, on the other hand, seemed to be handling this place much better than she was. For Tenebrael, that was a given. This was essentially her native home. Tenebrael’s movements through this place only served to reinforce that. It didn’t matter where Alyssa ended up. Tenebrael was able to move to her instantly. Apparently calculating all the constantly-changing shifts in reality instantly in order to traverse where she needed to in the most efficient and optimal route. What would compress Alyssa into a tiny pinpoint and fling her to the opposite side of the universe would serve Tenebrael like it had been designed to do so. Calculating a path for Alyssa to take, on the other hand, was apparently a much larger issue than an angel could solve.

Kasita, however, was at least keeping herself together without issue. A part of that was probably that she wasn’t in her real body. Alyssa didn’t know where her real body was at the moment, some parallel Endless Expanse or the world on Nod or somewhere else entirely, and she really hadn’t had the time to think about it for more than a second at a time. Kasita would still end up in strange places if she wasn’t careful, but Tenebrael could at least carry her around without bad things happening.

Alyssa, at the moment, had found a relatively stable spot on the edge of one of the towers. A balcony, seemingly made of a sparkling crystal, without any railing. Her vision was spinning, her stomach churned, her head pounded, and none of it had anything to do with her body being torn apart on the regular since coming here and everything to do with these stupid towers and their stupid height. She was doing her best to stare at the wall and not look down, but the way this stupid fractal place worked, she ended up staring off the edge anyway.

“Who designed this stupid place!” she shouted to no one in particular.

Tenebrael didn’t have an answer. She just shrugged. She didn’t even give some generic response like ‘the Throne created it.’ Alyssa had some sneaking suspicion that this was the true nature of reality before the Throne was used to create the rest of the universe. A chaotic nonsense-land where nothing proper could exist without being torn asunder. But she didn’t bother mentioning her unfounded suspicion to the others.

“I’m more worried about the Seraphim,” Kasita said, looking around constantly as she had been doing during the last ten minutes where they had to chase down Alyssa every time she moved as little as a single inch. “Is it not following us?”

That was the one upside of this place. The Seraphim hadn’t followed them. Or, if it had, “I’m unpredictable to the Throne, right? Maybe me moving around even a little—which is a lot in this place—has thrown it off our track.”

“It can’t track us just by looking for our souls?”

“I don’t know about Tenebrael, but I can barely see your soul and you’re right there… I think,” Alyssa said, squinting to her side. There could be some more fractal rifts in between them that meant she was actually on the other side of the universe from her, but didn’t know how that could possibly make any difference when her sight put her right next to her. Then again, when she created a portal from Illuna to Lyria, Alyssa had been unable to see Irulon and Companion’s souls just by looking through the portal. And when Companion had come through, their soul link stretched way off into the distance instead of just passing through the portal.

Were the portals some facet of this world’s fractal nonsense? That actually made a lot of sense, knowing what she did about them, how Tenebrael moved through this place so gracefully, and why they were so difficult for her to create even after learning everything else she had managed to learn. Maybe Irulon and Companion would…

Well, they would probably have a lot of problems in this place as well.

Alyssa’s head was pounding too much to really give the topic any serious consideration, so she just continued answering Kasita’s question. “Whatever these buildings are made from seems to block my sense of souls. I noticed that the few times we were separated. And I can’t see any souls out here like I could while on Nod.”

“You haven’t realized?” Tenebrael said with a sad smile, resting a hand on the balcony’s railing… which it didn’t even have. “You should be familiar with the construction material.”

“Familiar…” Alyssa was a step away from the wall and wasn’t sure if moving toward it was safe, so she didn’t have the option of touching any with her bare hands. There was some under her feet, but crouching might just move her enough to cross into another fractal tear in reality, which would require another twenty minutes of searching before they found a stable area. However, unless there was something special about touching it, she was pretty sure that she didn’t recognize it at all. It wasn’t stone, brick, wood, or metal. More of a crystalline substance that gleamed with a golden iridescence that looked kind of like one of those cars with an overly-showy paint job. Chameleon paint, she was pretty sure it was called.

Now that she was looking closely, the crystal wasn’t actually smooth. It was all made up of diamond-shaped bricks. Small bricks. Small enough to fit in the palm of her hand. There didn’t seem to be any mortar holding them together, so there was probably magic involved.

Diamond-shaped crystals. It hit her the moment she realized just where she was standing.

Even though she was staring at a wall, she didn’t even have to turn her head to see the omnipresent Throne a short distance away. Angels fluttered about, currently ignoring the intruders. They went about their tasks. Most were presumably Principalities, here to carry their collected souls to the Throne.

“They’re souls?”

“The housing for souls, yes. The actual soul itself has been removed for whatever processing they undergo within the Throne.”

Each one could fit comfortably within the palm of her hand. The wall was thick. The length of her arm at least. Possibly more with how the fractal nonsense of this world worked. Just a section of the wall as tall as she was had to contain thousands of those soul crystals. That was just one small section of an impossibly large tower. Not only was it wide enough to possibly be a planet all on its own, but it was so tall that it might as well have been infinite. She couldn’t see the bottom, in any case. And no matter how many fractal wormholes she stumbled into, she had never stumbled to the bottom of one of these towers. There was always more to go.

A billion trillion was probably too small of a number to count all the souls that must have gone into this place. She couldn’t even count how many towers there were, let alone their size.

Alyssa wasn’t quite sure why she found herself irritated that the Throne was using souls as a construction material. These weren’t even real souls. Just the compressed containers used for transport. But something about the whole of the Endless Expanse essentially being a graveyard for every being possessing a soul to have ever lived was… disturbing. Especially given the sheer number of them.

People died. It was just what happened. Maybe it was a good thing that their final remains were being used in these monuments to their lives instead of forgotten completely. Once she sat on the Throne…

Would she stop it? Could she stop it? It wasn’t nature that she and Tenebrael were rebelling against. It was fate. The right to choose how and where to live without a little black book deciding everything. But could the Throne change the very nature of being mortal for everyone? Was that even a good thing? Thanks to some extremely boring college classes, she was well aware of philosophical views on death. How it was the one unifying facet of being mortal, the one experience that every human—and being in general—would share. The existential time-limit that forced people into action instead of procrastinating under the assumption that they would ‘eventually’ do whatever it was that they wanted to do. But at the same time, death was essentially the greatest tragedy of being mortal. So much left incomplete. So many separations. The fear of the unknown after death…

Alyssa just about stumbled into another fractal rift, feeling dizzy. These questions were so far beyond her pay grade that she wasn’t even sure that she should be thinking about them. Besides that, it could be that the Throne was not as omnipotent as the angels claimed. Even being connected to it, she couldn’t understand the full scope of what it could and couldn’t do.

Conundrums of philosophy could come later. There would be time so long as they lived. At the moment, the greatest impediment to Alyssa, Kasita, and even Tenebrael’s lives came in the form of the Seraphim. The Seraphim that only took orders from the Throne.

“How do we get to the Throne?” Alyssa asked, narrowing her eyes in what she suspected was the direction of the dominant tower. It was a bit hard to tell because that tower was in her line of sight no matter where she looked.

“I know how I get there,” Tenebrael said. “Getting you and Kasita there is probably not as easy.”

“Can’t you just fly up to it and sit down?” Alyssa wasn’t completely positive that she liked the idea of Tenebrael being in charge of literally everything, but she was definitely better than nothing at all. At least Alyssa and Tenebrael had mostly aligned goals.

“It’s surrounded by Seraphim. Although we’ve only got the one after us, I can’t imagine the rest will remain idle when someone looks like they’re about to take control.”

“What other choice do we have? Sure, that one isn’t chasing us here, but I don’t exactly like the idea of living here for the rest of my life! I can make food and water, sure, but I can’t move more than six inches away from where I am for fear of being torn apart again. I can’t even recline up against the wall!”

“And there is no guarantee that this spot will remain as stable as it is. You might get torn apart just standing there if you wait long enough.”

“Exactly!” Alyssa sighed, looking away from Tenebrael and back to the Throne. “We should at least get closer and see what we can see. Maybe Kasita can spot a hole in the Seraphim defense line like she did in adrift. Then you can slip through, take control, and tell them to stop attacking us.”

Kasita shrugged, an action that resulted in part of her arm disappearing for a moment—not that it seemed to bother her. “I don’t think I’ve ever been sick before, but I have seen humans become ill and I think being here is making me nauseous for the first time in my life. But maybe I can try?”

“We need to get there first.”

Both Alyssa and Kasita looked to Tenebrael, who just frowned.

“Don’t ask me. I can get you there, but you’ll go through all that dying over and over again, possibly hundreds of times. And you might slip out of my grasp again during one of those times. Finding you every time you disappear is not as easy as I make it look.”

“Aren’t we already there?”

“Does it look like we’re there?”

“No, I mean…” Alyssa trailed off, trying to figure out how to phrase it. “You’re always going on about how the Throne is everywhere and everything. Even now, I literally can’t look away from it. So just… aren’t we already there, we just can’t recognize it or something?”

“I think you’re getting a little too metaphysical for someone who still has a physical body.”

“No. No. I think she has a point,” Kasita said, looking around. “Maybe the two of you can’t sense it, but I think she is right. Part of the reason I feel sick is because this world is overlapping on top of itself. Overlapping over and over and over and over again. All the movement we’ve done through this place hasn’t felt much like moving at all. More like… different parts of the world have come into focus while others have faded out. Sure, there’s been some movement involved, but I don’t know. It’s strange…” She trailed off for a moment, looking at her hand. Without even moving it from a few inches away from her face, it faded in and out. And only her hand. The rest of her stayed right where she stood on the edge of the balcony. “Huh. I guess if I had to compare it to anything, it would be like that place we were before.”

“Adrift?”

“If I had more practice, I could probably move around a little better.”

Like adrift… Alyssa had a lot of practice moving around in that place, but… The Endless Expanse didn’t feel anything like it. For one, she could feel things, there were sights, even a slight smell of crisp morning air. But maybe that didn’t matter. Moving about in the world of adrift… wasn’t actually moving. There was no concept of time or distance. Just a strange feeling of being. Hard to translate properly to the real world.

Even if she closed her eyes and tried to shut out all sensations of touch, smell, and hearing, she could still feel the real world around her. There was air, after all. She couldn’t shut that out. She had to breathe.

But maybe she was looking at it from the wrong point of view. It clearly worked for Kasita if her hand disappearing was actually her moving part of herself off to elsewhere. Even now, opening her eyes, Kasita was staring intently at her hand, watching as it faded in and out. Tenebrael watched as well, eying both mortals with undisguised curiosity.

Moving through adrift wasn’t moving so much as it was pulling herself metaphysically closer to something else. Here, if Kasita was right and the world was overlapping on top of itself, everything was already physically close to her. So could she do the same thing? Picture herself taking a seat on the Throne to translate herself toward it like she did imagining pinching her own cheek?

Not feeling any different, Alyssa opened her eyes, about to ask Kasita how she was managing to make her hand disappear…

Only for her to find herself somewhere else. The balcony was gone. As were Kasita and Tenebrael. In their place, a library of books, scrolls, and even crystal slates. It went on as far as Alyssa could see. Even if she had binoculars up at the moment, she was sure that all she would see would be the shelves of the library.

The library wasn’t all that was around. There were angels. So many angels, Alyssa couldn’t begin to count them. Most had two wings, but several—especially those near the shelves—had four. And, in the very center of the room, six-winged angels surrounded a raised dais.

With only an instant to look, she would have said that it was made from gold. A throne, ornate yet simple, grandiose yet reserved. It put every chair she had ever seen to shame, yet she could only see it as a chair… at first. The longer she looked, the more she… saw. The Throne wasn’t made of gold. It was pure divine magic. The light of Tenebrael and every other angel made up its core, except without the filter of an angelic being transmitting it. It didn’t blind her, thankfully. Possibly because it wasn’t emitting that divine magic as light, against her eyes, but light against her soul.

Looking even closer, she could see it. She could see the thing she was connected to. The burning machine of countless gears and cogs. The wheels of reality and the engine of all things.

The Throne.
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                For a moment, for a bare instant, Alyssa just about tried to move closer to the Throne again, just as she had moved from some random balcony into the Throne’s room. If she could just grab it before the Seraphim noticed her standing around, everything could be fixed. She could tell the Seraphim to stop chasing her and Tenebrael and she might even be able to fix this stupid Endless Expanse so it didn’t kill her every time she moved more than a step in any direction.

Three things stopped her. The first of which involved the Throne itself. Although it was called the Throne and certainly looked like an over-glorified chair, there was no guarantee that simply sitting on it was all that was required to take control of reality itself. It was, beneath its chair-like facade, a machine of incomprehensible complexity and size. It might be something as simple as a password system or as complex as pulling the machine apart piece by piece until she found the controls.

The second problem was what might happen after she sat on it. If she did take control, then what? Would she be able to instantly figure out exactly what she needed to do in order to stop the Seraphim? Or would she have to sit there and learn about everything like she had when connected to Tenebrael’s power? That had taken weeks if not months of serious investigation, research, practice, and application. If the Seraphim objected to her posterior application of the Throne, they would probably obliterate her so thoroughly that she wouldn’t be able to put herself back together as she had been doing ever since connecting with the Throne.

Seraphim also made up the third problem. Just getting to the Throne would be a challenge. While she might be able to park her buttocks directly onto the Throne’s divine holdings through translating her soul and body across the room, there was the fact that it was surrounded by Seraphim on all sides, as far as she could tell. There had been a hole in its defenses while adrift, so it stood to reason that there was a missing Seraphim here as well—in fact, if the one was still on Nod, there certainly was a missing Seraphim—but she didn’t know how to find that hole or how to exploit it.

Neither Kasita nor Tenebrael were with her. When she had translated herself to the throne room, she had not brought along either of them. Tenebrael could probably find her eventually and Kasita wouldn’t be far behind her, but there was no telling how long that might take. Until then, she was surrounded by angels. The Seraphim hadn’t reacted to her. Neither had most of what Alyssa assumed were Guardians, Principalities, and Archangels. The former were standing perfectly still, sightless eyes staring into nothingness. The latter were fluttering about, busy with their own tasks and not noticing their surroundings.

The four-winged angels in the room were another story. From what she knew of angels, she presumed that all of them were Virtues. Dominions would be off managing their worlds and Authorities were reclusive to an absurd extent. There weren’t any that looked like Bastiel around at the moment… which was both strange and expected. When she had… broken Bastiel, whatever hive-mind the Virtues shared had appeared to have broken the rest of the Bastiel-like Virtues.

A vast majority of the Virtues around now had had their noses in books when Alyssa first appeared in the room. That was no longer true for most of them. One by one, they looked up. Seemingly independent of each other, yet coordinated in some mysterious fashion that Alyssa couldn’t quite discern. The way they each slowly turned their heads to face her was disturbing on a primal level. It wouldn’t be out of place for them to raise their fingers and scream that Invasion of the Body Snatchers scream.

They weren’t doing anything. Yet. They were probably conferring with the Authorities on what to do. A mortal in the Endless Expanse had to be shocking. If they even viewed her as a mortal, that was. It could be that they were locking up like Bastiel had because of the unknown angel status thing. Either way, Alyssa doubted that she had long before something happened. Being in a room with dozens of Seraphim was probably not a good idea when that shoe dropped.

But she didn’t know how to leave either. Moving around with her feet was dangerous because of the warped space. Translating herself would probably work, but there was no telling where she might end up. All she knew was that she didn’t know where she had left Tenebrael and Kasita. Without the guiding power of the Throne to keep her going in the right direction, it was infinitely improbable that she would wind up with them once again.

Though, thinking about it, being here made her wonder if the Endless Expanse had one of those little black books dedicated to it. Messing with that was what had made Bastiel upset in the first place. But here… there were no mortals that would die and need collection. Presumably, there were no real random choices that would need to be determined either. If all the angels acted according to their own programming, there wouldn’t need to be some tree diagram listing off all the possible choices that they could make… right?

So maybe she didn’t need to worry about the Virtues at the moment. If she wasn’t causing problems, they would hopefully not do anything to her. But…

A pair of divine white wings sprouted from Alyssa’s back as she decided to go with the next best option. It probably wouldn’t work for long, but multiple angels had mistaken her for an angel in the past. There was no reason to assume that they wouldn’t mistake her for one now. She just needed to blend in, to hide in plain sight until Tenebrael inevitably found her. Once that happened, they could figure out the next step of their plan.

She did notice that, as soon as she made wings appear, a good fourth of the Virtues stopped paying intent attention to her. All the brunettes wearing sun-dresses turned back to their books. Whether they were actually ignoring her or were trying to look for solutions to her presence was impossible to determine, but it did make Alyssa feel a little better knowing that she had less eyes on her.

Still, standing around was awkward, to say the least. Many of the angels were in motion. Moving around, carrying souls—probably—to the Throne and then leaving again. Or whatever their tasks were. There were some standing still, but those few seemed to be in conversations with others. There were only a small handful that were doing what Alyssa was doing.

If she could just… call one over for a chat about the weather… that would probably help her disguise. Unless it revealed her and the angels went off to inform the proper angelic Authorities…

What she needed was… Iosefael! There! Alyssa spotted the angel among all the others, flying about the room. Maybe it was familiarity with that impractical golden armor, but Alyssa definitely saw her. It was quite the coincidence that she was here now. Unless, of course, she wasn’t here as part of her duties, but for some other reason. As Alyssa watched, she grew more certain that the Principality was not here to ferry collected souls to the Throne. Iosefael was searching, looking around with her head on a swivel. She had a nervous expression on her face for the most part, but would occasionally offer a shaky smile and wave to passing angels who called out to her.

Tenebrael must have sent her to help search. It was the only explanation that Alyssa could think of. It explained why she was here at this convenient timing, why she looked nervous, and why she was searching. Alyssa just had to reach a hand into the air and flag her down.

Though the moment she did, she felt her hand pass into one of the rifts in reality, torn to pieces as reality tried to send her arm into a million different places at once. Surprisingly enough, it wasn’t painful. She had discovered that the first several times something like this happened. She suspected that it happened just too fast for her nerves and brain to process as pain. The moment she drew her hand back, her constant refreshing of her body put it all back together. She had a hand once again, looking good as new.

Maybe a little too good.

Alyssa tried not to think about the fact that she had likely lost her original body since coming here. It wasn’t even the Theseus ship problem for her. She had completely gained a new body, built around her soul wherever it ended up through those reality rifts, over and over again. All she knew was that it was a good thing she had studied the human body in so much depth while researching for Companion. If she couldn’t create a body practically unconsciously, Tenebrael would probably have eaten her the moment she stepped inside this world. Which was disturbing all on its own.

Trying to distract herself, Alyssa looked up to find that Iosefael had definitely taken note of that little stunt. She was staring with undisguised horror pasted over her face. She might even be shuddering a little. Or trembling. Probably the latter, as she kept glancing around her—especially toward the line of Seraphim who were thankfully still idle.

And she wasn’t the only angel to have noticed. Aside from the Virtues, several of whom had already been staring, Alyssa now had a good dozen pairs of eyes on her. She supposed that she should be lucky that it wasn’t more. Or that the Seraphim apparently didn’t care. Deciding that standing around awkwardly would only attract more attention, Alyssa waved Iosefael over. This time, she took care not to move her hand too far from her body.

The Principality looked like she wanted to be anywhere but where she was. She clearly hesitated. Maybe even thought about pretending that she hadn’t seen anything. Eventually, after Alyssa pointed directly at her and caused a few of the other angels to look to Iosefael, she decided to rip the band-aid off and flew down to Alyssa.

“What are you… No. How are you here?”

“With great pain, I assure you,” Alyssa said, looking down at her hand. Did she even have the same fingerprints after recreating her body so many times? “I assume you’re here because of Tenebrael?”

“What is that stupid angel doing?” Iosefael mumbled. “She was supposed to be the smart one, you know? Always…” she trailed off, voice dropping to a whisper before continuing. “She’s going to get the Seraphim after her if she keeps this up.”

“She didn’t tell you?”

“Tell me? Tell me what?”

Had Tenebrael not told her for a reason? Or simply because Tenebrael had been in a rush? “Where is Tenebrael? Why are you here and not her?”

Iosefael pressed her lips together so tightly that they practically disappeared. She stayed looking like she had bitten into a particularly sour lemon while she threw a few glances around the room. “All she told me was that she brought you here but you disappeared and she needed help finding you. I assume she is looking elsewhere. But now that I think about it, she is probably hiding from the Seraphim or Virtues or Archangels or… just about everyone, really.”

That made sense. There were a lot of Virtues here. Given how she had avoided Bastiel on Nod… except it seemed like the cat was out of the bag as far as that was concerned. So maybe it was the Seraphim she was more worried about. Either way…

“Can you tell her where I am?”

“Let’s just get you back to Nod before you cause any more trouble. You are such a problematic Error: Unknown Angel, Alyssa Meado—” Blinking, Iosefael cut herself off, putting her hand to her throat. “Wait. What?” She coughed a few times, clearing her throat just like any human would. “Mortal. Mortal. Alyssa Meadows is a Error: Unknown Angel. What?”

“Don’t think too hard about it,” Alyssa said, holding up a hand. “The Virtues broke after trying to understand the implications. And… I’m not going back to Nod. Not yet. I have something I need to do.”

“Something you need to do? You need to get out of here! If you can’t go to Nod, we can get you elsewhere. There are a lot of worlds out there, all unique in their own ways. I’m sure you can find a happy—”

“Iosefael. Stop.”

The instant Alyssa spoke, Iosefael’s mouth slammed shut. Which, judging by her facial expression, came as a surprise to the angel. Had it always been like that? Direct orders worked on Bastiel—tell her to view Alyssa as an angel was how she got that status as an unknown angel—but she couldn’t actually remember ordering around angels before that. She was sure that there were some times and she doubted that the angels dropped everything to carry out her orders back then, so it must be something that happened somewhat recently. Maybe because of Tenebrael’s crystal ball and filling her body with divine magic. Though it didn’t work on the Seraphim. Maybe it was just coincidence and Iosefael wasn’t surprised at that.

And… her body no longer existed… That body didn’t, anyway. Did her new bodies that she had to create because of the rifts come pre-acclimatized? Maybe it was something more to do with her soul than her physical body at this point. Regardless…

“Find Tenebrael. Tell her that she better get herself over here quickly.”

“No need.”

The voice from behind Alyssa made her jump. Thankfully, she didn’t jump into any rifts. Turning, she found both Tenebrael and Kasita standing—or floating in the former’s case—just a short distance away. Tenebrael had an arm out to her side, which Kasita was grasping hold of like her life depended on it. She had said that she felt sickly before. Now, she really looked it.

But, upon meeting Alyssa’s eyes, she offered a wan smile. “Just a bit dizzy,” she said before Alyssa could ask.

Nodding, Alyssa looked to Tenebrael. “Do you always have to show up behind me?”

“The entrance is over there,” Tenebrael said, pointing off into the distance where she had approached from. Alyssa couldn’t see anything over her shoulder except more library, but that didn’t necessarily mean that there wasn’t an entrance that way.

“Mhm,” was all Alyssa had to say to that. “Thought you were hiding from the Seraphim and Virtues.”

“After watching them and you for a few moments, I decided that it was probably safe. So far, I’d say that my decision is proving the correct one.”

“Tene…” Iosefael leaned around the side of Alyssa, looking utterly deflated. “What are you doing? You can’t be doing this… It’s too far this time. I—”

“It’s alright,” Tenebrael said, drifting forward to put one hand on Iosefael’s shoulders. Kasita kept hold of Tenebrael the entire time, not letting her go. “Hopefully, anyway. There was a Seraphim on Nod. Blowing things up. I thought it was just going to destroy the entire world, but it must be trying to salvage at least some things. But there are probably people dying. If not from the Seraphim, then naturally. I need to stay here with Alyssa and Kasita for a while longer. Would you please perform your duties on my world for the time being?”

“Tene…”

“And if you can’t do it, then find Kenziel. She should be around somewhere.”

“I will do it.”

“Thank—”

“But not for you. For those poor people that you’ve abandoned.”

“Abandoned? I was driven out,” Tenebrael said, dropping her hand from Iosefael’s shoulders. “I wouldn’t be here if I had a choice.”

“You did have a choice. You were the one who messed with everything in the first place. If not for you and…” Iosefael shot a half-hearted glare to Alyssa. “I’m going!” Turning, she floated a few arm lengths away before vanishing into a confetti of feathers.

Smiling after letting out a short sigh, Tenebrael looked back to Alyssa. “Oh don’t worry about her.”

“I wasn’t.”

“Right. Well. Now we’re here. What next?”

“Next… Kasita. Are you sure you’re alright?”

Putting on that wan smile again, Kasita shrugged. It looked a bit pained. “Things are really weird here. I can’t even tell which way is up and which is left. I can hardly believe you’re alright at the moment. From my perspective, there are dozens of yous, all talking at once from all sides of me. You you,” she said, pointing directly at Alyssa, “are the closest of all of you. So I assume I’m talking to the right one.”

“I guess so?” Alyssa really wasn’t sure what Kasita was talking about. She felt like one regular person. “If I move more than a few inches in any direction, I come apart.”

“That doesn’t surprise me in the least. I’m surprised I’m not coming apart. At least this me. I feel like I’m in a few dozen places all at once too.”

“Well, maybe the Throne could fix the way this world works. It is in charge of everything, after all. Can you do the same thing you did while we were adrift and find a direct path to it? One without guards, preferably.”

“Possibly. I’m pretty sure we’re all already in it, but ugh. This place is making me actually sick. If I could throw up, I’m pretty sure I would be doing so right at this moment.”

“Maybe it would be better if you were here in your natural form? Less magic around—”

“I don’t advise that,” Tenebrael said quickly, before Alyssa could even finish her suggestion. “If she were here in a fully fleshy form like you, she would likely be having the same problems that you are having. And Kasita is probably not experienced enough in manipulating miracles to grant herself a body every instant.”

“Right. Sounds bad. Don’t do that.”

“No. I’m fine like this,” Kasita said, not sounding like she believed her words at all. “Just give me a minute. Maybe I can get used to it a little. If the world stops spinning even a little, I could probably focus a little better.”

“A minute,” Alyssa repeated, looking around from the unmoving Seraphim to the Virtues and the other angels that were still watching since the accident with her hand. None were attacking or even looked like they might attack. At least not yet. “We can probably spare a minute.”
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                “To restate, our goals are to find a way to the Throne, take control of the Throne, and use the Throne to shut down the Seraphim.”

Alyssa found it a little odd that they were essentially planning a heist—or maybe a coup—right in front of the people they were about to steal from—or overthrow. The Seraphim were obviously the biggest threat, but they were just standing there. Alyssa really had no reason to believe that they would move at all until someone made to move toward the Throne. Even being connected to it as she and Kasita were wasn’t a problem for them. After all, they were connected to it in the same way angels were.

To them, Alyssa and Kasita might as well be regular angels.

The one who had attacked was likely under some wider-breadth orders, possibly because it was the leader of the Astral Authority. Or maybe it didn’t care about the connection itself, merely the act of penetrating the defenses. Whatever the case, it wasn’t here now.

But even the audience of regular angels didn’t seem to be that concerned with the presence of two who obviously didn’t fit in. Tenebrael had done something so that they might have a private conversation. But she was pretty sure that they were still visible given the growing number of eyes aimed in their direction. While Alyssa at least had some fake wings slapped on her back, Kasita was still standing in her human form, clutching Tenebrael’s arm. She wasn’t being attacked yet, so Alyssa didn’t think there would be any problem with lesser angels.

Especially if she could order them around.

“Any questions?”

“I understand what we’re doing for the first one,” Kasita said, pointing at herself. She was looking a lot better, though still holding onto Tenebrael. A few minutes of rest had helped quite a bit, it seemed. “But how do we actually accomplish the second?”

Alyssa didn’t really have an answer, unfortunately. She had thought about it a bit, wondering about the complexity of the machine beneath its chair-like facade. So far, she hadn’t reached any conclusions. “Best I’ve got is simply to sit on it,” she said with a glance to Tenebrael.

“That’s as good of an idea as I’ve got,” Tenebrael said. “Aside from my innate connection to the Throne, I’ve never once interacted with it.”

“Sitting seems like the thing one would do with a throne, but it just seems too simple for the Throne,” Kasita said with a small shake of her head. “I’ve been hearing about how important it is practically since meeting Alyssa. Sometimes directly, sometimes simply because I’ve been listening in to one-sided conversations. It seems like there should be a more… I don’t know. Just more.”

“Yeah,” Alyssa said. “I get that. If you have any ideas, let us know.”

“Mhm… And I presume we don’t have any further idea of how to get rid of the Seraphim should we actually manage to take control?”

“I don’t think that will be much of a problem. If the Throne is as powerful as I’ve been led to believe, I think there won’t be much more to it than simply waving our hands and wishing away the things we don’t like. Which are the Seraphim in this case. They might be strong enough to blast a hole straight to the core of a planet, but that is only a slim fraction of the Throne’s power… right?” Alyssa added with a glance to Tenebrael.

“That one, I do believe is accurate. Again, haven’t interacted with the Throne in any meaningful capacity, but I don’t know why it wouldn’t work.”

“Good. Now, is there anything else we need to add to that list? I, for one, would not mind being able to walk around here without coming apart at the seams. But, at the same time, I don’t really want to stay here either. I’d rather get home as soon as possible…” Alyssa trailed off, realizing that she might actually have to clarify that. “Home to Nod, that is.” It felt a bit weird to say it, but… that was how she felt. Ever since arriving on Nod, she had wanted to get home to Earth, but now, her first thoughts were for Lyria. There was still a big battle that could have gone on in her absence and could have resulted in the deaths of her friends and companions. Her mother was there as well—though not directly involved in the battle, if the absurd happened and the Juno Federation won, she would certainly be called upon as an associate of the guild to defend the city.

But… “I’d also like to visit Earth. And actually interact with people there. My father and brother deserve to know that mom and I are still alive.”

“That seems like something a little less of immediate importance,” Tenebrael said. “Not to disparage you for your desires, but you’ve gone months without contacting them. A few days more isn’t going to hurt. I imagine there will be a lot to figure out immediately after taking control. Like how to remove whatever… programming, as you put it. I’d rather not be forced to do anything I don’t want to.”

Alyssa was about to object, saying that Tenebrael had lived with that all her life, so a few more days wasn’t going to hurt… but that might not be true. If Alyssa sat on the Throne and that triggered some defense mechanism deep within Tenebrael that she couldn’t ignore, stopping that would be vital to avoid killing her along with the Seraphim. It wasn’t even something Alyssa had considered before, but it was a definite possibility. One that had her slightly more worried should Tenebrael be the one to slip past the Seraphim and take the Throne. She wanted to think that it was fine to trust Tenebrael… but there was always the risk of programming to worry about.

“I’d like to avoid being separated,” Kasita said before Alyssa could figure out a proper response to Tenebrael. Shaking the angel’s arm, she added. “And I don’t just mean physically. Although please don’t leave me in this place. I think I would just turn into a puddle of mush if you did. But I mean… I mentioned this before.” She looked directly at Alyssa. “Don’t you go disappearing, no matter what happens. Imagine the look on Brakkt’s face. Or Fela’s. Or Irulon’s. Or mom’s.”

“Yeah. I know…”

If she did disappear, it wouldn’t be because she chose to do so. But… Well, there might be things she couldn’t control. Who knew. None of them did, not even Tenebrael.

“We ready enough?” Alyssa asked, looking at the other two.

“Don’t know how else we might prepare,” Tenebrael said with a mild sigh. “You know, I wasn’t really planning on something like this today. Hadn’t even thought in my wildest dreams that I would try something like this ever. We’re probably going to die so horribly that the universe itself will forget that we ever existed.”

“Aren’t you a bundle of optimism.”

“Realism, I think.”

“Whatever, not like we have a choice unless you think that Seraphim has forgotten about us.”

“Even if it has, I don’t want to constantly be looking over my shoulder, worried I’ll be erased from existence if some aspect of it reactivates long enough to blow us to bits. Better to get it over with now, I suppose.”

“Yeah…” Really optimistic, Alyssa thought with no small amount of sarcasm. “Kasita?”

“I’ve already been doing what you asked,” Kasita said, straightening her back ever so slightly. “Trying to find a way in that avoids the Seraphim, that is. I’ve already said it, but it is really weird here. Like, I can see the Seraphim standing around the Throne, arm to arm with no gaps. Yet I can see so much stranger things at the same time. Like, does it look like there are Seraphim above or below the Throne?”

Frowning, Alyssa shook her head. “I can’t actually see below the Throne. The floor is in the way.”

“Exactly. Is there even floor here? I don’t know!”

“There is,” Tenebrael said with a confident nod… but looked uncertain almost immediately after. “Isn’t there?”

“Alyssa. Would you turn sideways then take a step toward me? Lift up your leg high when stepping, like you’re trying to move over an invisible bench.”

“One step?”

“One step.”

Alyssa took a breath. It wasn’t a very pleasant sensation to be destroyed and have to remake herself, but Kasita probably had a good reason for asking her to move. So, lifting her foot up high like she was trying to step over the garage door sensor while running out to her truck after closing the door, without the rush. The tip of her foot exploded into nothingness, but she had fixed that by the time she put the foot down. Moving a little more carefully, she managed to get her other foot over the invisible hazard and successfully moved…

Away from the others?

When Alyssa looked up, she found the two of them a good dozen paces away from her. “Did I do something wrong?” she asked, having to raise her voice a bit, but wondering if that was actually necessary. She was pretty sure that she hadn’t accidentally moved the wrong direction, so was she close to Kasita now but it just didn’t look like it?

But Kasita shook her head and called back. “That’s exactly what I wanted to see happen.”

“Oh…”

Kasita slowly removed her hand from Tenebrael’s arm. She just about toppled over, but a shimmer of static over her body had her properly upright once again. Then she took a step to the side. And vanished, reappearing off near one of the library shelves for a moment before stepping forward from there. Three Kasitas appeared in the room, but only for an instant. They simultaneously took a step forward and reemerged into one being right in front of Alyssa.

“There,” she said with a more confident smile.

Tenebrael just floated over directly. “You’re moving strangely. I can’t even follow how you got to here,” she said, eying Kasita.

“Ufuu~” That wasn’t her usual giggle. More of an exasperated sigh with the same tone as a giggle. “You’re the one who moves strangely. I think I’m beginning to put together exactly how this world is interconnected.”

“Great,” Alyssa said, feeling utterly useless all of a sudden. “I’m the only one who can’t freely move about.” Maybe if she could figure out how to do that translation thing that she managed earlier. At this point, she was pretty sure that it was more luck than anything that she had wound up where she did.

“Stick with me. Avoid traveling with Tenebrael. She seems to partially ignore the way the world is broken up.”

“I guess that works… Does this help us at all though?”

“I think it might. Just like in that place you keep calling adrift, I think there are spots where Seraphim should be but aren’t. Pathing to those points might not be the easiest thing in the world, but…”

“No choice.”

“I’m not sure that I can follow you,” Tenebrael said, sounding dejected. Even her wings slumped a bit.

“We might need a distraction,” Kasita said, nodding to herself with growing confidence. “I don’t think the Seraphim are as stationary as they might appear to the two of you. Or maybe it is this world that isn’t stationary. It’s hard to tell. Either way, opening a wider hole in their defenses might be needed.”

“So what, I punch one in the face? Then run away as fast as I can?”

“And we get to the Throne and shut them down before they catch you.”

“This plan is easily the worst I’ve heard in all my existence.”

Alyssa kind of agreed with that. It was kind of strange to admit this fully to herself, but she didn’t actually want Tenebrael to disappear. As… abrasive as their relationship had started, she had grown fairly fond of the angel. “Is there like a fire alarm you can pull elsewhere that might get them moving anywhere at all, if not directly toward you?”

“A fire alarm? In the Endless Expanse?”

“It was just an idea.”

“There’s nothing…” Tenebrael paused, trailing off. She looked around slowly for a moment before nodding to herself. “The Seraphim safeguard the Throne. I wonder if the archives count as part of it.”

“Going to go and knock down a few shelves?”

Kasita interjected before Tenebrael could answer. “Not yet. Don’t do anything yet. Alyssa and I should get into position first.”

Getting into position required several more hops over garage door sensors, ducking underneath invisible overhangs, turning sideways and shimmying through a thin alley that wasn’t there, and other such feats of acrobatics. Alyssa was pretty happy that she was quite athletic. The whole thing made her feel like she was in some kind of spy thriller movie where she had to slip past a laser grid that conveniently left enough space for a human body to fit through instead of just blocking the entire path with lasers. Some of the twists and bends became almost a puzzle to fit through. It was, however, a good thing that she could replace her leg or arms or even head should she stumble. She did more than once. And once, she decided to intentionally allow her arms to be destroyed simply because her shoulders were too wide for one particular passage that Kasita led her through.

Eventually, Kasita brought their progression to a halt. If it could be called progression. From Alyssa’s perspective, they had actually moved away from the Throne. Though, with the strange way this world worked, she also felt like she had moved closer. But that was just a feeling. Maybe even her imagination triggering because Kasita said that they were moving closer. The physical distance between her and the Seraphim appeared greater, whatever the truth actually was.

“Alright,” Kasita said, looking to Tenebrael—who had followed along the entire way, ignoring all the weird jumps that Alyssa had to make to move around. “Let me explain to Alyssa exactly how she is going to move. After that, start causing whatever havoc you can.”

“I’m pretty sure I have what humans call butterflies.”

“Butterflies?”

“In her stomach,” Alyssa said. “It means she’s nervous.”

“I don’t think I’ve heard that term before. And I’ve spent a lot of time around humans.”

“Might be an Earth thing. But just think about it like this. One way or another, we won’t have to worry about Seraphim or the Throne anymore.”

“Yeah… Right.”

“I’m really trying not to think of anything in general. Just move forward and ignore the fact that there are god-like beings just over there that were apparently designed to kill people like me. That’s all. And speaking of moving forward… Kasita?”

Nodding, the mimic pointed in the rough direction of the Throne. “There is a path that should only take about three steps. After that, I think you’ll be right on top of the Throne. Probably. After that… Well, hope you figure something out. I’m going to take a slightly different path,” she said, pointing off to the side. “It is a little longer, but I figure two shots at getting one of us there is better than one.”

“I don’t disagree with that at all.”

“Then here is what you need to do,” Kasita said, starting to explain the steps on how to get past the fractures in the reality of this world.

Perhaps they had gotten too close mentally. Perhaps explaining how to get closer triggered some latent defense. Perhaps the Seraphim on Nod called back home to see if any of the others had noticed the missing subjects of its ire. Whatever the case, Kasita didn’t get to the third step of the explanation.

The closest Seraphim to their group turned its head.

That tiny action went unnoticed by absolutely no one. Every angel in the room, from the lowliest of the Guardians to the Virtues along the walls, every single one dropped what they were doing. Literally, in some cases. Books fell to the floor. Soul gems slipped from loose fingers. Angels stared, mouths agape.

A voice like thunder crashed over the room. “In. Ter. Lop—”

Alyssa didn’t wait for it to finish. In a rush, she started along the path Kasita had outlined.

Tenebrael zoomed overhead, only noticeable as a streak of her black-white light. She was fast enough that she should have reached the Throne in less than a second, yet the Seraphim were already in front of her. Alyssa hadn’t even seen them move, but one held out a hand. Tenebrael bounced off it, reflected like a laser against a mirror. She went high up into the domed ceiling before crashing against the iridescent walls.

The Seraphim did not chase after Tenebrael. Maybe she was dead. Maybe they simply didn’t view her as a big a threat as Alyssa. Whatever the case, the two closest brandished golden spears.

Alyssa didn’t know what happened. She didn’t see a swing. She didn’t see a thrust. She didn’t see the Seraphim move. Yet, looking down, two spears, each as long as her arm, were embedded deep within her chest.

And she could feel a pull. A tearing at her soul. It wasn’t painful. It was warm. Almost inviting. She wondered if this was what it felt like when Tenebrael’s wings crossed over the body of a dying person.

But Alyssa wasn’t going to die here. She wasn’t going to let herself be reaped up by machine-like gods. Or god-like machines. With all the experience she had traversing as a soul through the land of adrift, Alyssa tore herself off those spears. Her body stayed behind, she could tell, but that wasn’t an issue. A simple thought created a new one.

She found herself closer to the Throne now. Beyond the ring of Seraphim, but off the path Kasita had laid out for her. She tried to move toward it, only to find herself moving further away with her arm and leg both missing. More of the Seraphim were becoming active as well. Around her, she watched three draw their spears.

Again, they hit her before they could possibly have hit. Three spears. This time from three different angles. Each pulling, tearing her soul into three directions. Alyssa tried to pull away again, to get some distance and time to think. As she did, she felt herself going toward one of the spears. Stopping and changing directions only had her going toward another of the spears, pulled into that angelic warmth that was starting to become a searing heat.

She drew herself further into her own body, trying to get away from the golden spears by hiding inside herself, doing all she could to keep herself in one piece.

Out of the corner of her eye, she watched as a fourth spear appeared in the hands of a Seraphim.

“Stop!” An angelic voice rang out over the halls of the Throne room, coming from a single soul gripping the arm of the Throne.

And the entire universe ground to a halt.
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                Alyssa… was not quite sure what was going on. She was adrift again. Or that was what it felt like. No sights or sounds anywhere. No real sensations at all. Yet it was different this time. Every other time, there had been something of an apathetic warmth surrounding everything, which she had decided was either angels or the Throne. Possibly both. Whatever divine magic filled them radiated out through the otherwise void to create a sea of comforting magic.

That was all gone. The first thing Alyssa did was stretch out, looking for Tenebrael. But there was nothing. Then she tried looking for the burning engine that was the Throne. Again, she found nothing. She was alone in a vacant world, void of anything at all. No people. No magic. Nothing.

A cold fear set in, gripping her tight. The idea that the Seraphim had torn her soul from her body and cast her from reality into some void domain filled her with dread. She would be alone for eternity. A hell likely worse than wherever the demons actually lived. Even being consumed by Tenebrael would have been better.

Probably, anyway.

But she wasn’t ready to just lie down and give up. If there was one thing Alyssa was good at, it was pushing forward. Even if she didn’t know exactly where forward was. Even if forward wasn’t really a concept that existed here. The important thing was that, because she could think, it should be possible to do something as well.

To start with, was she really in some sort of hell designed by the Seraphim? After thinking a bit more, Alyssa wasn’t so sure. Which was oddly relaxing, even if her effective situation hadn’t actually changed in the slightest.

The last thing that she could remember was Kasita’s voice, amplified with the power of an angel. Maybe even something more than an angel. Whatever it had been, it had ordered everything to stop. And now… Everything had stopped. That was the only explanation that Alyssa could think of. The only reason why she would be unable to find the Throne in this strange place. Unless someone like Tenebrael was shielding it from her once again, but she doubted that. There was nothing around her, shielding included.

So, assuming that theory was correct, she was not in hell.

Was she still in the Endless Expanse? If the Throne itself had shut down with Kasita’s command, what happened to the Endless Expanse? Did it still exist? What about the rest of the universe? What were Irulon and Brakkt experiencing at this moment? Was life on Nod carrying on without noticing any difference? Were they all trapped like Alyssa was? Or had time simply stopped without the Throne and the Ophanim to keep things moving?

And, of course, what could she do about it?

Could she just wait? Kasita had clearly managed to do something with the Throne. It stood to reason that if anyone could get things moving again, it would be the one who had stopped it in the first place. Then again, what if Kasita had stopped along with the rest of reality?

So many questions. None of which Alyssa could answer.

Despite everything, she was only human.

Thinking about the Throne being shut down got her thinking. Though at the moment, thinking was really all she could do, so everything had her thinking.

But if it were merely shut down and not destroyed, then it stood to reason that the Throne was still out there somewhere. Kasita was probably sitting on it, but Alyssa couldn’t count on that. She needed to try to find it herself.

Easier said than done. She suspected that she was able to move about—for as much as moving about made sense while adrift. Just imagining herself translating through the empty place probably did the same thing that she had been doing while trying to connect to the Throne or even Tenebrael. It was just that she had absolutely no frame of reference to anything around her.

That seemed like she was still thinking of it in terms of human perception. Which likely didn’t matter here. The Throne existed and, importantly, was everywhere. So wasn’t she already where she needed to be?

Wishful thinking, probably, but it was all Alyssa had to go on.

Imagining herself sitting on the golden seat, she tried to picture herself flipping a switch that would get everything going again. Reboot the clockwork engine of the universe. Get the Ophanim rotating again. And, most importantly, start with the very beginning. The very first, the simplest spell.

“Let there be light?”

The moment she spoke, she felt it. A lurch and a lunge. The universe coming back online. It started as a small spark at her fingertips. That spark expanded into a roaring flame. The world around her—the Endless Expanse, reappeared in an iridescent gleam as light washed out from the Throne, flooding over the room and the world beyond. Sitting at the center of it all, she could see everything. The universe, the cosmos, the invisible threads linking it all together, weaving a great tapestry of reality together.

Humans, aliens, monsters, insects and animals, trees and asteroids, all of them starting to move once again. Worlds upon worlds of beings. More than Alyssa could count even if she tried… The Throne knew the exact number and it even whispered it to her, but it was such a large number that it was effectively meaningless to her human brain. And even with all those thinking beings out there, most took no notice of the brief pause of reality. A few did, those more attuned to the workings of reality. But even they shrugged off the entire universe crashing to a halt as nothing more than their imaginations acting up after a moment or two.

Around her, the Endless Expanse expanded outward indefinitely. It truly was endless. Filled with all manner of angels who were all, without exception, lying on the ground. Around the Throne in particular, it looked like a horrifying sight of a mass grave. From the lowly guardians to the great Seraphim, they were all collapsed and unmoving. The Ophanim were turning, but even they weren’t actually conscious of their motions. Alyssa could tell. She could peer into their inner workings as if she were looking into a bowl of water. They weren’t moving on their own. It was Alyssa’s finger that was gently pushing against them, forcing them into motion with her will. If she stopped, reality would once again grind to a halt.

Mostly. She was pretty sure that the Throne would continue operating at the moment unless she did something to turn it back off.

Her first thought was to get the angels all moving again so that she didn’t have to worry about reality crashing if she stopped paying attention, but immediately thought that doing so might be a less than genius idea. There was no guarantee that the Seraphim would now ignore her just because she was sitting on the Throne. She also wasn’t sure if she was in full control of the Throne or just accessing surface-level features. She sure didn’t feel like some all-powerful god despite being able to watch the goings on of practically the entire universe at once.

A consultation was what she needed. Getting Tenebrael going again without activating the other angels. And Kasita too.

Where was Kasita?

Unless Alyssa hadn’t been right about what happened, Kasita should have been sitting on the Throne. Yet she wasn’t. When reality rebooted, had she been shoved back into whatever parallel dimension held her real body? That was all Alyssa could think of at the moment. She spent a moment trying to find the mimic, but found herself utterly helpless against the flood of information that came in when she tried to peek into other worlds. There were just too many of them. Billions of billions. She couldn’t even filter out where Earth and Nod were, let alone focus in on her friends and family.

She did realize one massive problem. The universe had continued turning. People were living out their lives. And deaths. Yet the angels, every single one of them, were offline. That meant that every person who died would rot along with their bodies with no one to collect them. She still didn’t understand exactly what happened once they reached the Throne, but she knew it was better than what they were getting at the moment.

Turning on the angels became just a little more of an imperative.

Where was Tenebrael? If Alyssa was going to start with anyone, it would be Tenebrael. Before everything had gone dark, Tenebrael had been blasted off into some corner of the Endless Expanse by the Seraphim. Even now, Alyssa could see the hole the angel had made when crashing through the roof of the throne room. Being offline, was she just falling for eternity? The Endless Expanse was, after all, literally endless. That included vertically as well. She would fall down alongside those tall towers without stopping…

It shouldn’t hurt her. If she hadn’t been killed by the crash through the soul crystal wall, a fall wouldn’t hurt her in the slightest. Since she could teleport, she should be able to get back up to the Throne as soon as Alyssa figured out how to turn her back on. And that was such a strange way to think about someone who she had talked with, laughed with, and gotten angry at. Like she was a robot that needed a switch flicked on her back in order to resume moving.

But really… that was what the angels were. Living autonomous programs designed to carry out tasks for the Throne. Offloading some responsibility on them had to serve some purpose, though that purpose eluded her at the moment.

To start with, Alyssa adjusted the rotation of the Ophanim. It was surprisingly easy to do. Just a metaphorical finger against their rotation slowed them down. Wheels covered in faces and wings, all looking roughly identical yet all having slightly different purposes. Through a bit of testing, she figured out that three of them controlled the forward progress of time for the entire universe outside the Endless Expanse. Stopping them from moving stopped the universe at large, giving her a effectively as long as she needed to figure out how to get the Principalities back online for soul collection.

They would have to be the first ones that Alyssa tested with. She had no idea how to get to Tenebrael at the moment, so she was out. There were practically uncountable numbers of Principalities lying around the room. Alyssa selected the closest and…

And what?

She couldn’t exactly get up and walk over to the angel. First of all, she had a feeling that leaving the Throne at the moment would be… bad. Like it would shut back down without her there to keep it running off sheer willpower. Second of all, she still knew that the Endless Expanse was a broken and twisted mess of reality. Her body was a mortal body at the moment and she didn’t feel like she was connected to the Throne in the same way she had been earlier. When it had rebooted, she lost that connection.

That meant that reconstructing her body on the fly might be impossible. Maybe it wasn’t. Sitting on the Throne, she felt she could do anything, but that might not last once she stood up. But she needed to get an angel to test things with.

Something must have clicked with the Throne. An angel simply appeared at her feet. The angel, one with simple yet long brown hair, white wings, and a blue and white dress, was still crumpled up in a pile of limbs. If not for the fact that Alyssa knew better, she might have believed her to be dead. As it was, Alyssa felt a bit disrespectful reaching out with her foot to prod the angel. At the same time, if she had to lose a limb at the moment, better it be her big toe—she moved slowly, ready to stop if she felt one of those rifts break her apart.

The moment her foot touched the angel, a flood of information rushed into Alyssa. Principality Belldandiel. Eight thousand years old. Dutifully carried out her tasks as a Principality since creation. Each and every one of the souls she had carefully collected hit Alyssa along with the areas of the world they had been collected from. It was some far off place, not Earth or Nod. A different world.

Most importantly, Alyssa saw a way to reactivate the angel. She almost flipped the switch right away, before hesitating. There were billions of the Third Sphere angels. Going through each one manually would take… years. Even if time acted differently in the Endless Expanse—and it did, based off the rotation of the Ophanim, which Alyssa could control—she didn’t think that she would ever finish. There had to be an easier way. Some master control switch to turn only the Principalities back on.

Alyssa wanted to talk to Tenebrael, get some angelic insight. Although Alyssa might view the Principalities as generally useless, that was mostly because of Iosefael and no one else. For all she knew, if she turned them on, they would immediately attack her just like the Seraphim had done.

She had pulled the Principality to her. Reason stood that she should be able to bring Tenebrael to the Throne as well. And, as she considered that, the area directly in front of the Throne started changing. It wasn’t that Tenebrael was being pulled through space. The Principality hadn’t been pulled through either, now that she looked back. It was more like the world in front of the Throne warped so that the angels Alyssa wanted were always in front of her and had never been anywhere else. Or maybe some wormhole opened up that brought them directly to Alyssa.

Whatever the case, she had a groaning Tenebrael lying on the steps leading toward the Throne.

The groaning—and associate movement—was something of a surprise. None of the other angels in the Throne room were moving in the slightest. Not even a faint rise and fall of their chests.

Tenebrael, wings crumpled and gloved arm completely missing, actually looked like she was trying to sit up.

Alyssa’s first instinct was to help her, but unfortunately, whatever twist of reality brought Tenebrael here had brought her just far enough away that she would have had to leave the Throne. So instead, she did the only thing she could do.

“Are you alright?”

“I think I’m going to throw up.”

“I didn’t know angels could throw up.”

“Not feeling very angelic at the moment.” With another groan, she flopped over. She tried to catch herself on her missing arm, but, being missing, didn’t have anything to catch herself on and face planted against the golden steps leading up to the Throne’s actual seat. “My wings don’t work. I can’t work any miracles. My vision keeps blacking out. Is this what it is like to be mortal?”

“Mortals don’t usually black out all that often.”

“You do! Every single night!” Tenebrael shifted, making it into a sitting position on the stairs. She slumped, wings dragging limply against the ground. Her grey countenance did look surprisingly sickly for an angel and her eyes weren’t even glowing anymore. Rather than the bright white, they were just the same slate grey of her skin. “I… uhhh.” She actually looked like she was trying to hold down a stomach ache. Maybe it was something she ate? Too many people?

“None of the mortals out in the universe noticed reality screeching to a stop a bit ago. But all the angels…” Alyssa pointed a hand around the room. “Since you’re still moving around, I assume it is because you’ve got a bit too much mortal in you. Maybe your angelic parts are still offline?” Alyssa asked, remembering how Tenebrael looked like a computer with organic parts slapped onto it during her recent visit to the adrift place.

“You’re on the Throne.” Tenebrael didn’t sound surprised, shocked, or even mildly alarmed. She simply stated fact. “Can you fix it?”

“I have no idea what I’m doing. I kind of expected an instruction manual to be shoved into my head. Everything I’m doing is basically instinct at this point. Luckily for you, I did look at that other angel for a moment and think I might be able to turn you on. Your angelic parts, anyway.”

Tenebrael grinned… or maybe just grit her teeth. “Kasita not around to make a joke of your phrasing?”

Alyssa pressed her lips together. “I don’t know where she is. I assume that reality crashing forced her back into a single dimension, so she is probably in whatever parallel world held her actual body. I’m not sure how to find her—there is so much to reality and the universe that I can’t even keep track of it. I’m amazed that I don’t have a headache. I can maybe try to bring her here like I brought you—”

“I’m sorry I brought it up,” Tenebrael said, grin definitely more of a grimace at the moment. “Just make me normal.”

“I have no idea how to remove your programming stuff. If I turn your angelic components back on…”

Tenebrael’s clenched grin turned to a forced frown. For a long moment, she didn’t say anything at all as her head turned so that she might stare at the rest of the throne room. Or, more specifically, at all the angels crumpled on the floor. Eventually, she looked back to Alyssa. “I don’t know that I have a choice,” she said softly. “I don’t think I’m designed to… well, do whatever it is I’m doing. It isn’t pleasant. I feel like I’m falling apart… And if I keep falling apart, I don’t know if I can be put back together again. It’s… Oh dear. Is this actual fear I’m feeling? I don’t know how you people handle this.”

“Maybe it is time to learn? Unless you’re actually falling apart. Then we should probably fix you before you… uh, die?”

“Please.”

With a nod of her head, Alyssa held out her hand. Carefully. She didn’t want to pass it through any fractures.

Tenebrael didn’t hesitate in taking Alyssa’s hand. The moment they touched, Alyssa saw deeper inside of Tenebrael than she could really comprehend. Much like with the Principality, she instinctively felt like she knew what it was she had to do to put her back to normal. A simple push of the restart button had Tenebrael’s eyes glowing white once more. The black feathers on her wings regained their luster as Tenebrael straightened her back.

“Better?”

“Much.” Tenebrael tilted her head left then right like she was cracking her neck. “Yeah. Much much better. And I don’t even feel like I need to drag you off the Throne, which I was a little worried about after you mentioned programming.”

“Thanks for mentioning it so that I could have had a chance to prepare.”

“Mhm. In any case, you’re the boss now, I take it?”

“Again, I have no idea what I’m doing. Other than that I’m keeping the universe running just by sitting here. Everything outside the Endless Expanse should be stopped though. Don’t want souls rotting in corpses without Principalities to collect them.”

“Wise. What do you say you and I put our heads together to try to figure out how to put the rest of reality together.”

“After I find Kasita.”

First Kasita. Then the rest of the universe.

That surely wasn’t a strange priority, but it was the way things would be.

She was, as Tenebrael had said, the boss.

            

    
        049.001 Epilogue - The Man in Chains

    
    
    
    
                Bercilak leaned back in his cell, wondering whether or not this was the victory promised to him. It was… difficult to believe it was despite the bravado with which he had faced down Lyria’s Black Prince the day of the battle. If it could even be called a battle. A slaughter without bloodshed was a more accurate descriptor. Or, without much bloodshed in any case. Almost everyone wielding some of the prophesied technology had fallen. After the battle, a few had tried to fight back instead of laying down their arms. Those few had likely already been sacrificed in the name of Lyria’s dark god.

His current predicament certainly did not feel like a victory. Chained behind bars, he couldn’t help but think that they had simply been served up on a platter for their enemies. They hadn’t even been able to put their new weapons to the test before they were summarily decimated. All by one person. No. One abomination. The one the seer had warned them of shortly after he had been freed from his previous stay inside this very cell. They had been given the gift of knowledge to create weapons specifically to combat the abomination, yet…

Looking up as the heavy wooden door creaked open, Bercilak watched as a pair of guards walked down the hall, past a few empty cells, to stop at his. One carried a wooden bowl. Feeding time. His only contact with other people since the royal family stopped caring to interrogate him some weeks ago. He didn’t have much information to give, but what little he did, he was proud to say that he had kept it safely locked inside his own head.

Unfortunately, the guards bringing the meals weren’t exactly the talkative sorts. They never were. They were here solely to bring him food to keep him from starving to death. Though, frankly, he wasn’t sure why he didn’t simply refuse to eat. The gruel they brought was hardly edible. They hadn’t even set the bowl down yet and he already knew that it would be runny slop with a few oats barely fit for horses to fill out the water. He didn’t even need to see the contents to tell that much. It was all he had eaten since arriving in this place.

Sure enough, one guard unlocked the door. The other stepped inside and set the bowl on the ground. A bit roughly at that, spilling some small portion of it. It could be worse, he supposed, staring at them from his cot until they had locked the door once again. They could be beating me instead of spilling food. There were only two of them and the cell had been wide open. He might have been able to try to fight them were it not for his diet since… How long had he been here again? Was it still a small enough timeframe to count in weeks rather than months? He wasn’t sure. At all. His previous stay in the Lyrian dungeons had been a mere week or two before being freed. This time, there would be no rescue coming. His most talented subordinate had been captured as well, and she was the one who had led the disruption that bought him freedom last time. Now, he was weak, probably growing sickly, and would likely wither away in these dungeons while everyone in the Federation thought him already dead.

Maybe he would starve himself. Just to save him some time, if not suffering. Though he didn’t really wish to meet the Lyrian god… he didn’t see himself having much of an opportunity to return home to avoid that fate.

Just as he was trying to work up the motivation to take the bowl of food, Bercilak heard the door open once again. That was… irregular. There was no one else in this section of the dungeons, though there were three other cells near his. Maybe they were bringing in another prisoner? Having someone to speak with would certainly help pass the time, if nothing else.

But there was only a single set of footsteps approaching. And when he saw who it was that stopped in front of his cell, he felt the last vestiges of hope vanish.

It had all been for nothing.

The woman. The abomination. She was here in front of him, alive and well. She had swapped out her scaled armor for slim dress with golden embroidery on a black fabric. It didn’t show off much skin, but enough to tell that she was uninjured even. And her eyes weren’t glowing the bright white they had been the last time he saw her. Noticing that little detail made him think that maybe there was a slight change that even if she was physically fine, her powers were gone.

At least, he thought that right up until she tilted her head. An iridescent gleam crossed over her brown irises, lighting them up with just a faint supernatural energy. Despite how faint it was, he couldn’t help but feel more unnerved than ever. This thing in front of him, wearing the guise of a human, was not of this world. Of that, he was certain.

“Good evening, Bercilak,” she said cordially. Her voice wasn’t natural either. It carried a strange hum that made him want to grab the nearest pointed object and drive it straight into his ears so that he might never hear it again.

She winced. “Sorry about that,” she hummed. “Tenebrael didn’t notice it, but Kasita didn’t like it either. Then again, I’m not here to comfort you. I’m just here to pick your brain a little.”

“Leave.” Bercilak’s voice trembled. He scrunched up on his cot, pressing back against the wall of his cell as he drew his knees up to his chest. His hands clamped down over his ears, pressing tight almost of their own volition. He scrunched his eyes shut.

But he could still see her. The room was gone, but she was still there. That abomination with the iridescent eyes stared at him even though he had his eyes shut!

“Yes,” she said, sounding disappointed. Looking disappointed as well. “I’m definitely going to have to figure that out before showing myself to the others. But that’s half the reason I’m talking to you first.”

Bercilak opened his eyes again. If he had to look at her no matter what, better to go with the way that wasn’t so obviously wrong. Though, now that he was looking, he couldn’t help but notice other things that were just plain wrong. There was no wind, yet her hair was curling around her shoulders with a life of its own. And the way she moved… He hadn’t noticed when she stepped up to his cell, but she had an after image of sorts. When she moved to cross her arms, her arms trailed behind themselves. Yet it almost looked like the initial motion was the afterimage. Her arms crossed, first as a shimmering half-transparent version of themselves that gleamed with the same iridescence as her eyes, then as solid flesh.

She looked to the side, head turning in much the same manner. For a long moment, she was still staring at him even though a ghostly image of her body was examining his cell. By the time her actual head started moving, the pre-afterimage was back to staring at him.

An involuntary shudder wracked his body.

“Mhm…” the woman hummed.

“Why are you here?”

“Partially as a test. Partially because I’m having a bit of trouble and thought you could help me out.”

“I have nothing to say to Tenebrael’s lackey.”

“Oh. No. I’m not connected to Tenebrael at all at the moment. We’re in something of an equal partnership at the moment. Technically speaking, I’m pretty sure I’m far more powerful than she is, but I’ve not brought it up. She’s been busy examining herself anyway. Trying to become a little more mortal. But you don’t need to concern yourself with any of that.

“Rather, I’m wondering if you could help with a somewhat philosophical question.”

“You came to a hated enemy for advice in the matters of philosophy?”

“Hated? Please,” she said, waving a hand. It did that thing again. Bercilak tried to look away, only to find himself still facing forward. It wasn’t just the woman that was still at the center of his vision, the whole front of his cell was still there even though his head was definitely at an angle. “I barely know you. The amount of time you were on my mind was basically none. I didn’t even think about you unless you were actively present. Even then, you were always something of an afterthought to the Juno Federation as a whole.”

Bercilak felt like he was going to throw up.

“But my problem does involve you. You see, I intend to end hostilities between Juno and Lyria. My question is just how I should go about stopping animosity.”

“My people won’t bow to Tenebrael. Terrify them with your presence all you want, it will only increase their resolve.”

“Yeah, I know. I took a random sampling of people’s thoughts. Pretty sure there is going to have to be a long-form change taking place. Years and years of work and whispering into the right people’s ears. Undoing all of Adrael’s hard work to get your people stirred up against Lyria in the first place. But I would like a more immediate solution that will at least stop your periodic wars. They really are senseless, you know. Despite being a theocracy, half the Juno Federation’s top leaders don’t even believe in anything at all! A portion of your armies are just political dissidents and troublesome people. And despite your devotion, they do consider you to be one of those troublesome sorts. Magic, after all, is something they don’t like anyone but those at the very top wielding.”

Bercilak winced back. There were rumors of such intentions. That the Juno Federation’s leaders assigned those they wanted to dispose of to the army. But there was always massive celebrations of the soldiers. Names engraved permanently into mountains, so that they might be remembered for all time. If the rumors were true, someone would surely have been made into a martyr by now…

“Maybe I should just turn the northern desert into a great ocean. One filled with maelstroms and sea monsters that would keep any from even thinking about trying to cross it. Argh. Except there are probably things living there! I could move them, but upending lives just to keep your irritating little nation isolated…” She reached up and rubbed a hand through her hair, back and forth, sending strands of hair flying every which way. All of which had those pre-afterimages whipping about in strange directions—even through her head. “This was much easier before I had unlimited power. I could just ignore everything too troublesome because there was nothing I could realistically do about the situations.”

He couldn’t even concentrate on her words. The way her hair was moving… Bercilak leaned forward and heaved. There wasn’t much in his stomach, thankfully. But what little there was went all over the floor.

The woman just wrinkled her nose. With that little action, Bercilak felt himself suddenly upright once again. The small mess on his cot and floor was gone. Not only was it gone, but it looked cleaner than ever. The walls lost the streaks of mold and grime. The fungus growing in the corner of the room simply vanished. The stone floor looked like it had gone through hours of polishing that he suspected only the Pharaoh’s personal chambers would normally receive. Even the bars gleamed as if they were fresh from a smithy who wanted to charge far more for them than they were worth.

And the bowl of slop was gone. Completely. New food had taken its place. An ornate dish of meat, cheeses, breads, and even what looked to be a small goblet of wine.

“Talk to me for a bit and I’ll see about getting you decent food on occasion. Assuming your behavior is good, anyway.”

His eyes flicked back up, not that he actually needed to look at her to… look at her. She hadn’t moved. Her hand was even still up near her hair. Thankfully, she slowly lowered it to her side without any further tussling. Her hair was still settling from when she moved it, but by focusing on her nose, Bercilak found himself far less nauseous.

“Why do you need to talk?” Bercilak said, voice a little shakier than he would have liked. “If you can do all… If you can actually turn the desert into an ocean—”

“I can. I had to fill in a big huge hole and get rid of a bunch of pyroclastic clouds that were threatening a small village. It was… surprisingly easy.”

“Then I assume you can just make everyone stop fighting. Snap your fingers and end hostilities. Or are you not as powerful as you think you are?”

“Oh I am. I thought about doing just that, but it seems immoral. Mind controlling people, or whatever. It is something I’ve been thinking about a lot lately. Like, is it more or less moral to force everyone to dance to my tune even if it means ending wars? I really am not sure. There are obviously some atrocious people out there committing some pretty horrible atrocities that the universe would probably be better off without, but can I really be judge, jury, and executioner? I really doubt anyone else could do a better job, but I still feel like I need some counsel.

“I tried asking Tenebrael, but she just said to kill everyone in your nation if they bothered me so much. Angels,” she said with a shrug.

“I still don’t understand why you are asking me.” Bercilak didn’t understand much of anything that had happened in the last few minutes. At the moment, he was just trying to…

He wasn’t quite sure what he was trying to do. Stay alive? Maybe not even that, but rather to simply avoid death in the name of Tenebrael. Yet here was someone claiming to be stronger than her. He, and the vast majority of the Juno Federation, did not believe that Tenebrael was the god that her doctors of divinity claimed she was. It could be proved that she existed, but merely as a monster that consumed the souls of her worshipers, not as any kind of deity.

Which was why it was important to wipe her name from the annals of history. No worshipers meant no souls.

Or so the leaders of his diocese believed.

But, at this point, it was likely all worthless. Tenebrael’s avatar, this monster taking the guise of a human…

A sense of despair gripped Bercilak’s heart. A sudden lethargy pulled him down as the utterly futile nature of the situation became clear. There was no escape for him. Looking down at the changed meal… the cleaned room… the fresh blankets on his cot… His fingers bit into the fabric. It was soft. Real. Not just an illusion. The monster had completely changed the room without even moving. Without even seeming to think about it.

There would be no escape for anyone.

Something in his countenance must have been recognizable even to the monster before him, for it quirked its lips to a frown. “Wow. You are really… I don’t even know how to begin convincing you that I’m not what you think I am.”

He wanted it to just… leave. To flee into the night, leaving him to his wretched fate. For even if this thing wasn’t about to slaughter him and take his soul, there was still no escape. He would be trapped behind the bars in his cell, trapped to the whims of the Lyrian royals, trapped in this mental anguish… forevermore.

“Oh!” The thing said, smiling with all the seeming of a creature that couldn’t comprehend human fear. “That is a good idea. Trapped. Yes. It should be possible to redirect reality to such a degree that nobody in your nation will actually be able to leave it. That will buy time for the years and years of change required among your people to grow less hostile toward those with different beliefs. I’ll have the Guardians start poking and prodding, looking around for future leaders that won’t be so… well, like the current leaders. Nudging the direction of the future doesn’t count as mind control, does it?”

“Begone. Please.” Bercilak tried to turn away.

This time, however, it worked. He found himself staring at the wall. There was no creature in his periphery. With no small amount of dread, he looked back, only to find nothing at all. Just an empty hall outside the bars of his cell. Could… Could it all have been his imagination?

No. The room was still changed. The floor was clean and tidy and the meal…

Was it poisoned? Did he dare try eating it?

He had to. The guards might not notice the cleanliness of the room. But they would certainly notice an entirely different meal. If they did, they would surely start questioning him once again, asking who brought him the far nicer meal. He didn’t know that he could take another round of questioning. Especially not when the subject of the questions was that monster.

If he could just slam his head against the wall and forget the last several minutes…

Tempting, but not likely to work.

Even knowing he had to get up, Bercilak found himself unable to move. It took at least an hour to muster the willpower required to slink across the floor to the platter on the floor. It smelled good. The meat and bread were fresh and still hot, even long after the monster had left…

Maybe it would be poisoned. He almost hoped so, thinking that with a laugh he couldn’t quite stop from escaping his lips.

It wasn’t. But it was delicious.

If only the visage of that abomination would leave the periphery of his vision.

            

    
        049.002 Epilogue - The Woman in the Dark

    
    
    
    
                The darkness of the void was impenetrable, even to the ones who dwelt within. There was little inside. A floor, wide and spacious, could barely be called a thing. It was merely something to stand upon to keep those who lived here from falling endlessly. Beyond that, there was nothing. Nothing but other residents. Most just chose to lie down and curl up. Few ever moved unless an outside stimulus broke them from their misery. Some select few actually engaged with other residents, but even they seemed lethargic as of late. Like every scrap of motivation these poor souls had was dwindling down to nothing.

It hadn’t been like this so long ago. When Tommik first arrived, everyone around him was practically abuzz with excitement. The people here, even those of… lesser mental acumen, constantly interacted with one another. Some chose to fight. Some chose sex. Others simply chatted, if capable of such feats. Tommik had quite enjoyed his spars with the others.

But now, he could stab a shiv into someone’s sides and get little response in return. Maybe a grunt of pain. Maybe not even that.

Tommik looked upward. It didn’t really matter what direction he looked in, darkness was all there was. Yet, when he first arrived, that hadn’t been true. There had been a light. A single shining pinpoint high above, rather like the sun on a heavily overcast day. That light was around no longer. And its absence was the primary cause for everyone’s lethargy.

It was strange. He really didn’t care for anyone’s happiness but his own. Yet he wished there was something he could do to bring just a sliver of that light back to this place. Perhaps that desire was all for his own benefit. Having partners he could spar against for the remainder of eternity sounded like his idea of an ideal afterlife. It wasn’t like they wouldn’t benefit. They could go back to their orgies or their brawls, their simple discussions.

But he had no idea how he might go about changing things. The only person who did wasn’t talking at the moment.

Lowering his gaze from high above, Tommik found the one bit of the smooth floor that was not flat. The ground raised up to form a small pedestal, upon which a throne, made from the same obsidian as the ground, had been placed. A woman sat in that throne, one leg crossed over her other knee. With an elbow on the armrest, she propped up her masked chin on her knuckles. The fingers of her other hand, resting on the end of the opposite armrest, drummed against that black stone. A single red eye stared out over the huddled and crouched masses of beings that resided within the total darkness.

She had been like that for a while now, just sitting, just staring. She didn’t even blink. Ever since the light overhead had gone out and they had all become trapped and unable to escape, she sat up there.

Did she have a plan? She was worried. In some discomfort as well. Tommik could tell that much. There was some kind of mental link between his lady and all those within the darkness. Nothing overt. His thoughts weren’t being controlled, but there was still something being shared. Emotions, mostly.

For her, it must have been overwhelming. There were countless souls around him. He wasn’t sure how far this world went in any one direction, but every inch of the floor was covered in some pathetic wretch. If all their emotions were getting to the lady as her emotions were reaching him…

For her, he wanted to do something as well. Perhaps he was being selfish again, but he wished there was some way that he could resolve matters within the darkness. She had already acknowledged him as one of the few who were able to keep their minds intact. It gave him a status, of sorts, putting him on a pedestal above all the others. It got him just a little more attention than he suspected he would otherwise get. Yet she had refused to spar with him. If he could rid this world of its darkness, puncture a hole through the very sky, and return things to how they were when he arrived, she would have to pay more attention to him. Perhaps she would even deign to spar with him.

Just the thought of it got his adrenaline pumping.

Yet he was new to this place. If those who had been here for hundreds if not thousands of years didn’t know how to ease their lady’s pain, how could he possibly come up with a plan? How could he think up something that his lady hadn’t already considered and dismissed.

Such were his thoughts. Trapped as any other of the demons here. He had considered the same things over and over again for… well, it was difficult to tell time in a place with no light, no sun rising, not even a candle. It was no wonder that even the others who had more sense of self had chosen to sit down and go idle. They would rise again, one day, surely. If only this world wasn’t the way it was.

Maybe… Maybe he could speak with his lady. It was another thing he had considered time and time again. Just walking up to that raised platform, bowing to her, and striking up a conversation. She wore that mask once again. It covered her mouth, nose, and one of her eyes. She should be able to remove it here, however. He had watched her remove it while they were up above, allowing her to speak to Tommik’s killer.

But he faltered. What if she didn’t remove it? What if he walked up to her and she simply stared at him? Or worse, what if she didn’t do even that. If she simply carried on, drumming her fingers while looking out over the miserable subjects that filled this place…

Tommik would likely join the others in sitting down. He didn’t want to do that. He didn’t want to just lie down and wind up trapped even more in his own thoughts. He wanted to do something. He wanted to fight!

Perhaps he would fight his lady. She couldn’t ignore that.

Except she probably could. He could picture it now. Jumping up onto the throne and slamming his shiv into the side of her head, only for it to bounce off… or for her to continue drumming her fingers without even glancing his direction… or maybe she would simply launch him across this dark world, far enough that he would never be able to reach her again. He had seen her fight the Astral Authority. He knew what she was capable of.

There was no chance he would be able to do a thing to her.

Tommik stood, watching his lady drum her fingers, locked in inaction. Her fingers pounded against the throne, slamming into it with enough force that he could hear it even from a distance. The heavy sound resembled a heartbeat, thumping in his ears, over and over again. His body, stronger than it had been while a human, felt like it was being torn asunder by nothing more than those simple taps.

Was this revenge? For wanting something other than to lie down? For daring to think that he could attack his lady? Did she want him to give up like all the others? This existence… This place…

“This is hell?”

The drumming stopped along with the new voice.

Someone spoke. That was new. Of all the souls trapped here, there were only a few dozen that managed to retain their ability to speak. They all tended to keep to themselves… much like Tommik did.

“Less fire and brimstone than I expected,” came a different voice. Two different voices. That was…

It took him a surprising minute to actually notice just where the voices were coming from. Surprising given that there was now a hole in the darkness. A bright shimmering light piercing through the very world he stood in. It was bright enough that he couldn’t believe that he hadn’t noticed. And yet, as he stared, he found it… difficult to remain aware of it. He had to actively remind himself that someone had just spoken.

The poor wretches on the floor were hardly reacting at all. Likely unable to process whatever was going on.

A trio emerged from the portal of light. Three beings with so much light around them that he found it difficult to actually look at them. It was more like he was seeing through them. It took focus and willpower to keep his eyes from drifting aside.

“I told you not to get your hopes up.”

“I wasn’t hoping for fire and brimstone. I was just… expecting it.”

“Is this what happens when you get infected?” the first of the trio asked. “You just appear here and cry for the rest of… how long, exactly?”

“It is the nature of this place,” the second voice said. “I can tell. It is a lot like Tenebrael’s prison, except on a much larger scale.”

“This is where I got the idea from, after all. By the way, hello sibling!” the third waved. Its arm was still hard to track, but the movement made it a little easier. Tommik could tell that it wasn’t waving at him, but rather at the center dais.

He turned to his lady, finding her still seated, but far more tense. Her formerly drumming fingers gripped the end of the throne’s armrest and her sole visible eye burned with an intensity he hadn’t seen since the Astral Authority sealed off the entrance to the pit. Although she had yet to stand, seeing her like that brought a smile to Tommik’s face.

There was going to be a fight. He didn’t know what the glowing creatures were. Something similar to the Astral Authority—they radiated a familiar if somewhat different aura. Holy beings. Maybe even angels? How would he fare against one of those creatures. He had heard stories from some of the others back when there was still light and life in this place. They were creatures of frightening power.

But so was he.

His knives slid down his sleeves into the tight grip of his hands as he readied for what would surely be a glorious fight.

“I think I understand,” the second voice said. “This place is horrible, but I understand the intention behind it.” It turned to the aura that had waved. “You might have become what is sitting over on that poor replica of the Throne if things had gone on long enough. Because this place seems designed to keep souls away from the Throne. And, quite possibly, to generate errors in the Tree Diagram.”

“Didn’t that Virtue say that there had only been like five errors before you showed up?”

“I didn’t say it succeeded in generating errors. Merely that it was created with that as its purpose.”

Their conversation stopped in its tracks as Tommik’s lady stood. All three looked toward her as she reached up, grasped the side of her mask, and unlatched the buckle that held it in place. Tommik tensed. He wasn’t the only one. Even though they didn’t seem to see the three intruders, the wretched demons took notice of their lady moving once again. They stirred in response, some even standing.

“Begone.” She took a single step down from the dais. The heels of her boots clicked, sending a shockwave out that nearly threw Tommik from his feet. Several of the others, even crouched down against the ground as they were, didn’t have the alacrity that Tommik had and were tossed by that simple movement.

None of the three intruders seemed to notice. The stood where they appeared. One glanced to another, seemingly unconcerned. Radiating complete indifference.

“So what do we do about this place?” One asked another. “I’d really rather not be here for too long. It is fairly disgusting.”

“Maybe we can create a world where—”

“Get. Out.”

His lady stepped forward again. Another foot against the obsidian stone sent her launching forward faster than Tommik’s eyes could track. Apparently not fast enough to trip up the intruders. Not that they tried to get out of the way. A simple smooth bubble appeared around them, stopping the attack with plenty of room to spare.

“Please. If you’re attacking us so quickly, you must know what we are. So you must be aware of just how silly it is to actually attack. Right? Sister now, is it? Haven’t talked to you in years. You look different. Are you doing alright?”

Knives flew from Tommik’s hands as he rushed to assist. A fight was just what he was yearning for. If he couldn’t fight his lady, he would fight with her.

The knives froze the moment they hit the shimmering shield. Undaunted, Tommik stepped over some of the stirring and moaning wretches. They were getting up to attack as well, but they were so much slower than he was. Yet even he couldn’t hope to match the speed at which his lady sent a flurry of blows against the shield. It had to break soon. Even the Astral Authority’s mightiest couldn’t withstand her attention. Once it fell, he would be ready. As would every other demon around him. They might escape on their own. They might be able to travel back through the portal that had brought them here. But that didn’t matter.

No matter how this ended, they had breathed some small amount of life back into this dark and decrepit world. Maybe it wouldn’t last long after they disappeared. If it spurred some small change, he would welcome it.

For the moment, he waited, watching.

Yet the shield remained strong. Blow after blow, she sped up, slamming into the shield with enough force to send out more shockwaves. The lesser demons were flung away… if they were lucky. The closest wound up little more than pulverized lumps of meat. The lady would reconstitute them later, surely, but it wasn’t a pleasant experience to be turned to mush. Tommik was well aware of that.

The oversized scythe appeared in her hands as she jumped a step back. Blades of wind followed the curved metal through the air.

“Will she wear out ever?”

“Not in your lifetime. Or… your old lifetime?”

“Maybe we just caught her on a bad day. Should we come back later?”

“No. We’re not here to instigate order or destroy your little kingdom here. You wanted nothing more than what Tenebrael wanted, you were simply able to accomplish it better—”

“Hey! I’d say we accomplished it quite well.”

The initial speaker waved a hand, shushing the other. “We simply came to inform you that you will not be allowed to carry on as you were. Nothing like what happened on Nod will occur again. Now, if you want to talk more, maybe discuss something that can become a real future for your… people, I’m sure you can figure out how to get into contact.”

“We’re leaving? Great, I hate—”

The three of them simply vanished. Their shield went with them. Tommik wasn’t surprised, but was a little disappointed. Only a little, for the light they had brought with them was lingering. The others were still active. His lady was no longer wildly swinging, but she was standing and staring.

“What does that mean?” Tommik asked. He felt fairly confident in addressing the lady now. Even the glare she leveled at him felt more welcoming than hostile.

She did answer him, but not for a long moment of silence, during which she stared back at the empty spot, faintly radiating light into the darkness. “A change has been made,” she eventually said, reaching up to the side of her head where her mask hung from her ear. “A change that will likely not be for the better.” With that said, she slipped the mask back into place, buckling it to the rest of her armor.

Although he only got one question in before that damnable mask was back on, Tommik was quite pleased with the outcome. A change. Apparently not a good one, but…

Looking around, watching as the demons around him remained alert and awake at least for the time being, he doubted that it could possibly be worse than what they already had.

            

    
        049.003 Epilogue - The Prince of the Tower

    
    
    
    
                Brakkt stood atop the ramparts of the Fortress of Pandora, looking out over the sandy desert. It wasn’t his first time here, but it was always somewhat depressing. There once stood a city, far out across that desert, that dwarfed Lyria in both size and grandeur. Even the lowliest peasant lived like a king, with wealth and food aplenty. Magic was currently a shadow of what it once was.

According to legend, of course. Legends had a tendency to get a little inflated, but there was probably some grains of truth in all the embellishment.

In reality however, Brakkt suspected that the First City was little different from modern-day Lyria. They might have had a different understanding of magic. Maybe even more powerful magic given that a ritual was supposedly what had turned the entire landscape to sand and dust. But magic back then had likely not been nearly as widespread. Today, most arcanists used magic as a convenience. That convenience only doubled when things like potions for lighting were taken into account. And he knew that light potions were a relatively recent development.

But even still, its destruction had likely set humanity back by centuries. If all their understanding hadn’t been lost, who knew what people would be capable of today. It was also one of the primary causes for the ire monsters received today. A war could be forgotten in time. But the wide-spread knowledge that a war with monsters led to the utter destruction of an entire country was something that stuck with people. It was something people could easily point to. The fact that even Lyria used the threat of exile to the First City as a deterrent to severe crimes meant that even peasants who knew little about the world at large would be aware of what happened.

Dangerous monsters attacking on the regular was another reason, one that stuck with anyone who was assigned to the guard down here.

It was a shame.

And something was up with it.

Monster attacks had dwindled in the past six months. It normally took that long just to get here from Lyria, but the portal to Illuna cut that time in half. Pushing Ensou and traveling with only draken saved nearly a full month and a half of time. During his travel, there had apparently been no attacks at all. Since his arrival two weeks ago, there had been no attacks either. The reprieve should have been a welcome one to the soldiers stationed here. This was a trying job and any lessening of the burden was generally appreciated.

Yet the reprieve had gone on for a little too long now. Tensions were rising. Even experienced soldiers and arcanists were growing nervous. They were no longer viewing this as a break from the action, but as the calm before the storm. Such things had happened in the past. A lull in individual attacks followed by a great and organized assault designed to take down the entire fortress. They were never pretty. Normal events were merely small groups of monsters trying to escape north. Often by stealth rather than direct attacks. Sometimes, such intrusions weren’t even noticed until people started going missing from nearby settlements, usually travelers, woodsmen, and hunters. People who were away from the safety of larger cities and settlements.

Those generally necessitated hunting parties sent out from Pandora. There were several squads dedicated to just such a purpose.

More monsters than were noticed surely made it north of the fortress, but if they weren’t killing all the humans they came across, they were generally not a priority. Most of the monsters who had come to Illuna likely originated from the First City, though maybe not this generation. Brakkt himself honestly didn’t care and might have even welcomed such monsters.

But this wasn’t about them.

This calm before the storm might be hundreds of monsters, each individually as strong as ten men or capable of magic that would turn the heads of even his little sisters. Never before had a lull in events gone on for six months so far as he was aware.

At the moment, he was considering a venture further south. A scouting mission to see if he could find any large gatherings of monsters that might be prepping for an assault. Heading south of the fortress wasn’t something he had ever done before. Even his father hadn’t ever gone down there. Not out of sight of the fortress, anyway. But he had to do something to assuage the soldiers’ fears and bolster morale. His presence helped a little, but returning from a scouting mission would help a whole lot more.

Even sending back information that there was an attack incoming would surely take some of the tension out. At least people would know what they were facing.

At the same time, he felt he shouldn’t go. That doing so would only harm morale further. That he should remain, train with the troops, ensure that they were aware of how to use muskets and the recently delivered cannons. There were dedicated instructors here, but he had more experience with them than anyone and had been closely involved with the blacksmiths that had developed them. He alone was a force to be reckoned with as well, should an army assault the walls. And with both Fela and Ensou at his side, he might even stand a chance at a successful negotiation. Should any approaching monsters be willing to talk, that was.

Sometimes, he wished there were two of him to go around. Companion and Irulon would be able to scout and train at the same time. He had to decide if it was a good idea to send someone else to do the scouting. Even with as well trained as the people here were, he didn’t think he could truly count on them to return from a dangerous mission like that. He considered asking Fela if she would head out. As a monster herself, she would likely not attract too much negative attention. But…

Brakkt glanced to the side, watching the hellhound stare out, panting slightly in the hot air—the fur she had was probably a bit much for this climate.

If something happened to her, Alyssa would kill him.

Fela had been by his side almost constantly since Alyssa disappeared. At first, she just popped in to check on him every now and again. She acted much the same with Irulon and Companion. But after a month of no sign of Alyssa, Fela started spending more and more time with him. Him and the draken. Oddly enough, she didn’t spend all that much time with Irulon. A little, sure. But not as much as Brakkt would have expected.

She was, at the moment, standing alongside him on the ramparts, watching out while wearing the armor Alyssa had crafted for her. Her back was straight. Her eyes were sharp. The flames framing her face burned bright even in the bright sun. She had come with him down to the Fortress of Pandora, mostly because she wanted to stick with him and Izsha, he was pretty sure. He doubted that she was too interested in the actual lack of attacks on the fortress.

“Any notable scents on the wind?” Brakkt asked, more as a way to get some conversation going than because he thought she might smell an army in the distance. If she did, that was great as a source of information. But really, he enjoyed a little conversation now and again. It didn’t used to be that way, but maybe he had changed in the past year or so.

Fela didn’t answer right away. Tilting her chin up, she sniffed at the air a few times. Eventually, she relaxed with a casual shrug. “The air here is strange. It smells funny. Like…” She gave another two quick sniffs, this time closing her eyes as she did. “Like a pot of meat left over a fire for far too long, but not to the point of actually burning?”

“So it is a good smell?” Knowing her propensity for meat, he was surprised that she wasn’t constantly salivating if the air smelled like that. He couldn’t say that he smelled it though. It just smelled like nothing to him. No plants. No animals. It was a wonder anything could survive down south of the fortress. Yet monsters had been attacking for hundreds of years.

But Fela shook her head. “No. Not really at all. I can’t really say why, but it is actually a bit repulsive. Makes me lose my appetite.”

“You seemed to eat quite a bit last night.”

“Real food helps cover up the smell.”

“Mhm. Have you ever been this way before?”

Fela shook her head once again. “I was born far north of Lyria, up at nearly the opposite end of the desert… That desert. There are a lot of deserts in and around Lyria, aren’t there.”

“Not more than other places, I think. Granted, I’ve only traveled outside Lyria a handful of times.”

“I guess. I don’t really know… I think I prefer wide open plains to deserts, but I like deserts better than forests or swamps. Lots more area to run around. Trees just make it so you can’t run in a straight line and really push yourself.”

“There is something nice about relaxing in a forest though. Hiding from the heat in the shade of a good tree, smelling the dew on the leaves…”

“I guess that’s alright, but—”

When Fela abruptly cut herself off, Brakkt glanced over, worried, but mostly expecting one of the fortress guards to have approached. None of them liked Fela. Or monsters in general. They were even less tolerant of monsters than the most abject protesters in Lyria. Which wasn’t necessarily unexpected. Hellhounds were among the many kinds of monsters that frequently tried to assault the wall. In fact, hellhounds frequently made it past the wall, either through sneaking or simply rushing too fast for humans to effectively handle. It was likely how Fela’s ancestors made it up to the northern desert who knew how long ago.

Because of that animosity, she had taken to sticking especially close to him since arriving and generally hadn’t spoken much at all in the presence of others. But that didn’t seem to be the case this time.

Her ears were standing up as tall as they could, twitching slightly in all directions. She heard something. Her face wasn’t stressed or panicked, so it probably wasn’t anything dangerous, but… Brakkt still found it alarming. The wide eyes wasn’t helping matters. In fact, looking close, she seemed more surprised than alarmed.

“What is—”

“Shhh. Quiet,” Fela whispered, holding out her hand with her claws pointed in his direction, but not actually threatening him. “There’s something happening. It’s… big. I’m not sure what, but—”

The ground beneath Brakkt’s feet trembled. He kept his footing, but only thanks to the brick of the ramparts coming up to his waist. Fela barely moved her upper body, though her feet dug into the stone. But their footing wasn’t the problem.

“Something tunneling?” Brakkt said, alarmed. There were a few monsters that liked to travel through the ground as if it were nothing more than water. His mind raced through the possibilities, trying to think up what might be the worst case scenario. Sandworms were possibly the worst. The monsters were as large as Lueta, just as intelligent, but covered in an impossibly hard carapace. They did have a weakness—their flesh was incredibly vulnerable to heat and fire, but pretty much all their exposed flesh was inside their mouths.

Not exactly where someone should be.

The only other thing he could think of that might be large enough to cause such a tremor in the ground was… a dragon. One landing might have sent out such a quake. There was known to be one dragon out in the ruins of the First City—or there had been one when the last scouting report came back well over three decades ago—but it had never been seen in his lifetime by any human eyes. Could it have woken? Was it hungry?

Part of him wanted to venture out and find it. Striking up a conversation had worked well with Companion, after all. But…

He grit his teeth, watching for any sign of a mountain moving in the distance.

There were no mountains in the distance, just relatively flat rolling dunes. As such, it should have been easy to spot any changes, but… There was nothing. Just empty desert. No shadows crossing the landscape from a being too large for most humans to comprehend. No mirages on the horizon that might have been even larger than they appeared.

“The smell is different,” Fela said, interrupting Brakkt’s thoughts. “It smells nicer. Like trees and grass.”

“Trees and grass?” Brakkt repeated with a confused frown. At first, he thought that the wind might have changed. There was a forest not far away that was regularly harvested to supply Pandora with wood, but… that couldn’t be the case at all. The wind was picking up, blowing a little stronger and a little harder than it had been, but it was coming from the direction of the desert.

Smelling the air himself, Brakkt was surprised that he noticed a difference as well. There wasn’t an immediate sensation of being surrounded by trees and forest wildlife, but it didn’t smell… dead and lifeless. That small change was almost jarring. He had smelled nothing but empty sand for weeks now.

Was it dryads then? Plant monsters spreading their roots through the sand enough to destabilize the very foundations of the fortress?

He didn’t think such an attack had ever taken place before. Neither did he know how to go about stopping it. But before he could shout for the other guards to ready themselves—a likely unnecessary command given their training—he saw something. Something out there.

It wasn’t a monster, but he couldn’t quite tell…

Pulling out the binoculars he had found among the items Alyssa left in his room, he was able to take a closer look without mounting up on Ensou and riding out into possible danger. The movement he had thought he saw off in the distance, however… was just a tree. A large redwood, standing tall over the edge of the closer dunes. A very out of place tree. Even ignoring the impossibility of a tree growing south of Pandora, Brakkt knew the types of tress that grew around the area immediately north. Redwoods were not among those trees.

As he watched, another tree sprouted up over the edge of the horizon. Then another. And another after that. Between blinking, an entire forest covered the ground as far as he could see. It wasn’t just spreading away from him either. Saplings pierced the sand, turning the surrounding ground to dirt as they grew to fully-formed trees. Bushes, grass, plants, and even animals all appeared from nothing, filling out the underbrush and turning it into a true forest.

True being an extremely subjective word at the moment. “An illusion?”

“It doesn’t smell like one… Is it going to stop before it reaches us?”

The suggestion tied his stomach into a knot. The rate of expansion was fast. Too fast to flee on foot. The draken and Fela might be able to flee. But all the people here? All the guards… If it consumed the fort, if trees and plants appeared where people were standing… was it going to kill them all? What manner of creature could attack with such an ability. This went far beyond the capabilities of any dryad he had heard about.

Brakkt pulled out a Message spell card, ready to warn his father of what happened before it could consume him as well.

But before he could send it off, the growing trees stopped. They stopped growing. They stopped moving. There was a wide empty space filled with nothing but sand between the wall of the fortress and the start of the line of trees. It was enough empty space that he should be able to see anything approaching the wall with ample time to respond. Much less space than there used to be, but…

He let out a small sigh of relief, glad, for the moment, that he hadn’t been turned into a tree.

“Wow. Do you know any spells or monsters that could do that?”

Slowly, Brakkt shook his head. “I wonder if some monster dug up ancient rituals in the ruins of the first city. A ritual then was what turned this land into desert in the first place. Perhaps there could be another ritual out there that would reverse it.”

If monsters got access to spells in the First City, this was definitely an emergency that needed to be brought to the attention of his father. This spell seemed to have spared them, but not even his sister would be able to tell what sorts of sorcery they had access to now.

“An Edict:” a voice without a body boomed over the fortress, stopping him from sending the message once again. “Crossing the border with violence in mind will result in consequences. So proclaims Dominion Tenebrael.”

Narrowed eyes grew wide as Brakkt heard that name. The voice wasn’t familiar to him, but the way of speaking struck a note deep inside him. He had heard the same power in Alyssa’s voice when she constructed the statue at Teneville. The same… holy power. He straightened his back, drawing in a breath.

But Fela shouted out the question on his mind before he could speak. “Where is Alyssa?!” Her loud voice was more of a roar than actual speech, yet even that was a sentiment that Brakkt shared.

But the voice didn’t respond. Just a low hum of rustling trees and brush, a sound that likely hadn’t been heard in the area for thousands of years.

Quite the panic arose among the guardsmen. They were trained to deal with a lot, but not for a forest to rise up in a matter of seconds followed by a booming voice. A small squad of scouts were dispatched to the very edge, mostly to ensure that the forest was not an illusion. Brakkt cautioned them not to attack anything they saw under any circumstances save for self defense. But they returned without incident after a few hours reporting having seen nothing larger than a small toad.

Meetings ran on. Messages were exchanged with just about every important member of the military, the guild, and the Pharaoh. It went on deep into the night. Only near daybreak did Brakkt finally get a chance to return to his quarters for rest with Fela dragging her feet from exhaustion alongside him. He had almost forgotten about the lack of response to Fela’s question, so overshadowed was it by the forest and meetings.

But seeing a small letter folded up on the stand between his and Fela’s beds brought it all rushing back. He recognized the paper as being out of place nearly instantly, even despite his eyes being half closed from tiredness. Rushing forward, he unfolded it to find two simple words written down in a familiar handwriting. He stared at them, wondering why there were only two words, staring like he might be able to will a more detailed explanation into existence.

A headache started to form as he stared, one that grew in intensity the more he reread those two words. Eventually, he had to look away.

“What does it say?” Fela asked, watching him.

He simply flipped the paper over to show her, only for her to grimace, wincing away and rubbing her eyes.

“That… hurts. What is it?”

Looking back, a pressure welled just behind his right eyebrow. Gritting his teeth, he folded it back up, glad the thumping in his forehead subsided as he did so. “It just has two words on it. ‘Sorry. Soon.’”

“Ugh.” Fela hadn’t stopped rubbing her eyes, making him wonder if she couldn’t see something more with her inhuman vision. He thought to ask, but watching as she slumped down onto her bed, still groaning a bit, he decided against it.

It said soon, after all.

What was a little longer after nothing for a few months? He could wait.
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                The park was always a relaxing place. Peaceful. Calming. The bright sun was warming, a welcome change from the relatively cool air that had been around as of late. Sticking around outside wasn’t going to be possible for much longer. Winter chill would be arriving soon. But for today, a number of people were out for that last bit of outdoor fun. Watching families come out for a picnic, enjoying each other’s company, was always nice. It stung a bit, but he always tried to look on the brighter side of things.

He never viewed himself as the kind of person who would grow up to sit on a park bench all day and toss out plain peanuts for birds. It always seemed like the kind of kind of thing old and lonely people did. Which, given his current status as an older and quite lonely person, was fitting. He didn’t even enjoy it that much. There were others in the park who he had spoken with on occasion who viewed the birds as being practically family members. For Timothy, it was more of a distraction than anything else. Something he could do that didn’t take concentration or investment. He had tried reading and simply sitting to relax himself, but reading just took a bit too much concentration and sitting was a bit too idle. For the former, he frequently found himself getting distracted and having to read the same paragraphs over and over again.

So he had stopped. Feeding birds was relaxing, mildly active, but left him with plenty of time to sit in his own thoughts.

Sometimes, he felt like he had just a little too much time in his own thoughts.

But at least he wasn’t at home. He was not looking forward to winter. He needed to find something else to do. Although he was retired, finding some job to work and keep him out of the house would definitely help his mental state. Clark had been saying that he wanted to find a cabin they could rent for at least a few days. He wasn’t too interested in staying home either. Now or for the holidays.

The house was just too… empty. He was trying to sell it, but so far, it was to no avail. Bad economy. Bad omens. A stigmatized property if ever there was one. Even the people who weren’t superstitious were less than thrilled to find out that four people had died in it. And with that thought, Timothy found himself sinking into a bit of depression once again.

He took a deep breath, scattered the last of the crumbs on the ground, and got to his feet. When sitting in the park didn’t work to take his mind off things, he often went for walks.

There was a nice belt around the park. He usually walked for only about ten minutes on it at a time—he was getting older—but today, perhaps he might travel a bit further. Stretch his legs a little.

Once out of the main park area, the asphalt path wound along next to a narrow river, surrounded by trees. A really cozy place that lots of people liked to walk along. He passed by twelve joggers, a pair of mothers pushing strollers, another few people walking along like he was, and even several of the younger generation. And those were just the ones who he counted in ten minutes, who were walking in the opposite direction. Aside from the joggers, people walking in the same direction didn’t often overtake him unless he stopped to take a rest.

But, in keeping with his decision to keep walking today, he decided to take a branch of the path that he didn’t often travel on. He had been down it before—it was much more narrow and often less well kept by whoever the groundskeepers were, and was therefore less popular with just about everyone—but taking a trip off on his own where he wouldn’t be disturbed felt nice once in a while. And there were the occasional people who felt the same as him.

For instance, after a good quarter of an hour, he spotted someone else. A young woman seated on a worn bench. She simply sat, staring off into the trees of the trail. With brown hair and a fairly muscular build, she looked… familiar. From a distance, anyway. It actually made him stop for a moment. But only a moment. Timothy was not the superstitious sort. Not even if, upon walking closer, he found that familiarity only increasing.

She was just a look-a-like. It happened. Even Timothy apparently had a doppelganger of his own out there. One who frequented the same stores, prompting more than one employee to think that Timothy had a partner that was usually with him. Even when his family had been around, he rarely went shopping with them and thus had to correct more than one employee about having or needing membership cards.

Having walked a fair distance, he considered taking a short rest. Maybe even strike up a conversation while he was there. But this day and age didn’t like that sort of thing. An older man taking a seat unsolicited next to a younger woman would probably turn out poorly for him. Sighing, he shrugged his shoulders and prepared to carry on. The path would eventually loop back around to the main park; he didn’t have much farther to go.

“Looking a little tired there.”

Timothy’s breath hitched as he reached the bench. The woman spoke to him without looking in his direction. He just stared at the back of her head, unease swelling. It was one thing to look like his deceased daughter. But to sound like her too? That was…

“Careful. You shouldn’t have too many shocks at your age.”

The woman turned, smiling at him.

Looking into those brown eyes made his heart skip a beat. “Alyssa?”

The moment the name was out of his mouth, he regretted saying anything. Of course it wasn’t her. He had seen her buried. Identified her corpse. His daughter was gone. This person was a look-a-like and nothing more.

“Ufu~ ‘fraid not.”

“I’m sorry. I must have mistaken you for someone else.”

“I understand. I did model myself on her after all.”

Unease welled up once again, this time for a completely different reason. This person knew Alyssa? And had deliberately dressed herself to look the same? Probably saw a photograph and used makeup to… To what? Was this some kind of con? How long had she been sitting on the park bench, eying the trees as she waited for him to pass by? What if he hadn’t gone down this path? Would she have been waiting somewhere else?

“Who are you?”

“A daughter you never had. Or a sister to the daughter you did have? Or maybe just a friend.”

“A friend doesn’t stalk others wearing the face of the dead,” Timothy said, voice hard. He considered fleeing. Strange women showing up looking like his daughter sounded like something from a horror movie. Unfortunately, he wasn’t as mobile as he once was. A younger woman would always be able to outrun him. If this was to be a horror movie, he wouldn’t be getting away.

“Now, now. No need to be so concerned. Come. Have a seat. Let’s talk.”

“I’ll stand.”

“Suit yourself. There really is no need to be so hostile, you know. I’m here to help. Or, failing that, deliver a message.”

“From whom?”

“Alyssa. Of course.”

He clenched his fists, scowling now.

“She would have come herself, but, well, apparently taking hold of all power in the universe isn’t as simple as it sounds. I don’t know why she can’t just change herself to make everything work, but I can change myself, so I did and so I’m here.”

“My daughter is dead.”

“And that is where you are wrong. She is quite alive, just… indisposed? There isn’t really an easy way to say this and she couldn’t be here herself—at least not for some time—but nobody wanted you and Clark to just be carrying on thinking that your wife and daughter were dead. They aren’t. The things you thought were your wife and daughter were actually just fake dolls created by an angel to cover for the fact that she messed up some things. I’m here to bring you to them… Oh… Wow… That really came out wrong. Like ‘you’ll be reunited in death,’ which I honestly don’t mean at all. They’re all literally alive. And I just… Ah, I knew I should have just brought Lisa along, but Alyssa said to avoid changing Earth too much for the moment because of all kinds of things that honestly just sound like nonsense. It was bad enough manipulating the environment and sights and smells to encourage this little walk out to the middle of nowhere. But we all thought it would be better to approach you during the day instead of in your home where… And now I’m really just rambling aren’t I.”

Of everything the woman said, it was only the final sentence that really registered. Rambling accurately described the… utterly insane things the woman was saying.

“I can show you proof, of course. Though we’re going to wait a few more minutes.”

“Why? Why wait?” He didn’t believe her for a minute. But if there was even a small hint of truth to her claims that his family was alive…

“Well…” She tilted her head from side to side before deliberately glancing off over his shoulders.

Feeling unnerved, he quickly turned… only to find a familiar face.

“Clark?”

“Dad? What are you doing here?”

Timothy turned back to the woman with his daughter’s face, not wanting her to be out of his sight for any length of time. She was just smiling, nodding slightly, and completely unsurprised about Clark’s presence. He had no doubt that she knew who Clark was. Alyssa’s brother.

“Excellent,” she said, clapping her hands together. “Just in time. As expected. Anyway, we’re trying to keep alterations to worlds minor outside of the influences of Guardians, so let’s get you two out of here.”

“We’re not going—”

He didn’t get a chance to finish. The woman snapped her fingers. With that snap, a spark of light flashed, nearly blinding him. As it was, he had to blink several times, tears welling up in the corners of his eyes as he did so.

When he could finally see again, he wasn’t near the path or the bench. He was in a grassy field near a small lake. Trees in the distance created a small circle around half the lake. It was nowhere in the park that he knew about. There was a river—really a large creek—that followed along the main path, occasionally with a bridge that led to the other side. But no lake.

He whipped his head around, finding Clark right where he had been standing a moment ago, except also without the path under his feet. He was alive and well, though staring around with eyes as wide as Timothy’s were. Timothy ran up to him, clasping a hand around his shoulder. Feeling his son beneath his firm grip meant that they were real, even if he could hardly believe what was going on around them.

“Dad, what’s—”

“Kasita!” a voice bellowed. A familiar voice. “Your plan is horrible! Get back here you foolish girl!”

Timothy turned to find the strangest sight. His house stood not far from the lake. It was surrounded by grass, rather than suburban homes and streets. But it was his house. He recognized the color, the shape, even the garden hose coiled up on a rack hanging just around the side of the back door. And standing on that porch was an even more familiar face.

His wife. His dead wife. It was her. Really her, not some face-stealing woman like the person from earlier. This was absolutely and without a doubt his wife. He recognized her face, her stance, and even her voice. She wasn’t wearing any familiar clothes, but clothes changed.

“Lisa?”

The moment the word was out of his mouth, his wife looked to him. Whatever anger she had at whoever she was yelling at was instantly forgotten as her face softened. “Tim,” she said, voice equally soft. She started to approach, but stopped after only a few steps. “What did that foolish girl tell you?”

“I… Lisa?”

“Mom?”

Lisa sighed in just the right way. She walked forward, military training trudging through in every step. She had a stiffness to her shoulders that Timothy identified as her being uncomfortable with the current situation. She had never been the best at emotional things—that had usually been his duty in the household—but this was on a whole other level.

“It’s me,” she said, eyes drifting from him to Clark and back. “I don’t know what that girl told you, but you aren’t dead and you aren’t crazy. So let’s get that out of the way first.”

“I…”

“I know. Speechless. I can imagine what you’re going through because I went through the same. Except I had the benefit of actually meeting Alyssa. You had to meet Kasita. I can only imagine.”

“What’s going on, Dad?”

“Alright,” Lisa said, half turning back to the house. “Come inside. We’ll sit down and I’ll explain.”

Seeing his wife turn away stirred something in Timothy’s chest. He found himself lunging after her before he could stop himself, grabbing her by the hand. She stiffened in just the way he expected before she slowly let herself relax. She turned back, offering a wan smile.

“It’s really you.”

Nodding, she gave him a tight smile. Only to stiffen once again when he wrapped his arms around her. It really was her. All the little mannerisms she made simply couldn’t be faked. Not without someone who knew her as well as he did. He was quite confident that no one, not even their children, could match that.

But if she was here… “Alyssa?”

“Apparently busy dealing with having more power than any one person should have. According to Kasita, some rambling lunatic in the palace dungeons is… well, a lunatic because he simply saw her. And… It’s a long story. Let’s get inside before I even start.”

“Inside. Right.”

“You have to let go of me so we can walk.”

He felt a small bump into his back. Clark, grabbing hold as well. Though somewhat more hesitantly.

“I don’t want to.”
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                “She’s hiding herself.”

“Definitely hiding herself.”

“Why?”

“Unless she is dead? I know you don’t like entertaining the idea.”

“She isn’t dead.”

“If she is, she isn’t as dead as most corpses.”

“She isn’t dead.”

“I don’t think we can say that for certain given everything we know. In fact, what do we even consider the state of death? The point at which the body ceases function? When Tenebrael claims the soul? Or maybe when—”

“She isn’t dead because her mother came back with her father and brother. They claimed to have met Kasita and to know for a fact that Alyssa is still alive.”

Companion raised an eyebrow, turning her eyes to face Irulon. She sat there for just a minute, staring with gradually narrowing eyes. “How do you know that? And how do I not know that?”

Irulon grinned, feeling the confusion across their shared link with each other. There was a prodding coming across as well, an attempt at discovering how there was something hidden from her. With their souls entwined as they were, there shouldn’t have been any possibility of that. Yet here she was, watching as that probe slid right around a little mental compartment containing a few pieces of information.

Companion seemed to realize that there was something she was missing, judging by the expression on her face.

“Keeping secrets?”

“We’re coming up on the anniversary of when we found each other. I have a small gift for you that I want to keep a surprise.”

“A surprise,” Companion repeated, voice utterly flat. “A gift? You are my Irulon, are you not? Haven’t been replaced with some duplicate?”

“I admit. It was mostly a thought experiment that I developed through meditation while you slept. The discipline in not even thinking once about it while you were awake was tough, but it seems as if I have managed successfully. The experiment really only began because I was frankly exhausted with your attempts at engaging in dangerous situations for the adrenaline. You leaping off the balcony with nothing to catch yourself was the primary impetus. I woke in a sweat, adrenaline coursing through my body. I have come to realize that we require some separation of thought and mind.”

Companion closed her eyes, nodding in silent agreement. “Your decision to do so is far less surprising than your decision to present me with a gift.”

“It isn’t anything special and was primarily a subject to hide from you. And it has been working so far.”

“Then why hide Alyssa’s family?”

“Another experiment. An attempt to hide something from you that I’m actively learning and cognizant about as opposed to something I’ve been sneaking around with while you slept. I’ll show you how to do it later, of course. This whole endeavor would be useless if you couldn’t keep your irritating activities from me.”

“I see,” Companion said, nodding her head. “So… this gift..?”

“Later. It is human custom to give gifts on anniversaries. Not before.”

One last time, Companion nodded in apparent understanding. Yet Irulon had to hide some amusement at the irritated emotions coming from the former dragon. She kept perfectly poised, but Companion had been delving far more into the human side of herself as of late, which included far more expressive emotions. If only expressed internally.

Eventually, Companion turned away, looking back to one of Irulon’s viewing portals into the Endless Expanse, which covered the majority of the wall. It was the wall of Irulon’s bedroom opposite from the balcony. One wall that had been cleared away just for use with the viewing portal spell. It was far more advanced than the versions created earlier in the year, capable of showing off dozens of different angles all at once. Each individual viewing angle was able to be adjusted independent of the next, providing a nearly perfect view of whatever the viewer desired. A somewhat necessary feature given the random initial placement of every point.

“So we are looking here again because of Alyssa’s family, is it?”

“I wondered if anything had changed since we last attempted an observation.”

So far, nothing seemed different. Perhaps if they had Alyssa’s ability to actively detect angels, they might be able to see something abnormal. As it was, they were just looking in on an iridescent city of towers. An empty city of towers. It was all Irulon had ever seen of the place. Before she disappeared, Alyssa claimed that there were thousands upon thousands of angels all flying about the place like busy worker bees in a burgeoning hive.

After Alyssa disappeared, they had spent several weeks observing the place, wondering if something would change in the so called center of the universe. Alyssa’s note had suggested that she would be trying to connect with the Throne, after all. But nothing had changed as far as either of them could tell. It had been an empty world and it remained an empty world and it was still an empty world.

Companion idly adjusted the view of one of the panels, shifting the image to cross over what they both assumed to be the Throne. A location inside one of the towers with what could only be described as a throne standing front and center. A library surrounded it, from which books occasionally disappeared. It was really the only movement in the place, those disappearing and reappearing books, tomes, scrolls, and even stone slabs in some cases. On the few occasions where they had been able to see text on or in the books, they had copied it down. Unfortunately, it was all in the Enochian language. The tiny amount of which Alyssa had taught them was not enough to decipher anything meaningful.

Clasping her hands behind her back, Irulon paced back and forth in front of the array of spells. In truth, she didn’t know what she was looking for. Some sign of change perhaps. She had already spent a great deal of time watching nothing though, and was considering watching Earth for some sign that Alyssa had made it home. It wasn’t exactly what she planned on doing with the day, but she could take a short detour from her examination of ancient rituals to view a bit of her side-passion project. These windows to other worlds were currently top secret until she finished her examinations and propositions. Only Companion really knew about them.

Well, Companion, Brakkt, and Tess.

But maybe it was time to continue her thesis on the subject of other worlds, alternate realms, and higher planes.

It had been a while since she observed Alyssa’s home world. Her brother had insisted that she spend a great deal of time looking in on it, looking for Alyssa, immediately after her disappearance. But the world known as Earth was far too large. Even the advanced development of her spell with all its many viewing ports couldn’t find any sign of Alyssa. It didn’t help that nobody actually knew where Alyssa lived. All they knew was of the shape of the house from the building out near Teneville. And yet, it seemed like a quarter of the world lived in such houses. It was impossible to narrow down the actual location.

Not that her brother wished to hear anything of the sort.

Just as she was about to swap out the viewing spell for the Earth version, another of the books along the wall of the endless library moved. Normally, the books would disappear shortly after moving. They would vanish completely after a brief period of fading away. But this one didn’t vanish. It floated in the air, opening to a marked page. A finger slowly started tracing across the text in the book. As the finger shimmered into visibility, so did a hand, arm, and eventually a body.

“You see that, correct?”

“I’m not hiding anything from you at the moment.”

“That is Kasita.”

“It is.”

“She is staring at us.”

“Alyssa had mentioned that angels were capable of looking through the windows. Or that is what it appeared as to her when the Virtues found her.”

“But this is Kasita, not an angel.”

“Kasita went missing as well. It is logical to assume—”

“Ufu~”

Before Irulon could react to the giggle behind her back, she felt a hand clasp down on her shoulders. Her shoulders and Companion’s shoulders, across their link. There was a moment of panic and surprise before her breath got knocked out of her.

In the blink of an eye, Irulon found herself in the midst of an iridescent library. One with shelves that stretched on for longer than she could see in every direction. Even the direction of the shelves. No matter which direction she headed, she would end up walking alongside a corridor of books, tomes, scrolls, and even stone slabs. Companion stood at her side, head whipping back and forth as she tried to make sense of the world they had found themselves in.

For Companion, the effect of the place was far worse. Irulon’s mind could ignore the impossibility of being able to walk into the shelves and find herself moving down a corridor. She simply forgot the details that couldn’t work. Companion couldn’t do that. A dragon etched every memory they had into their very soul, giving them perfect memory. A memory that Irulon could easily tap into. At the moment, she was focusing her meditation on projecting her own mind as much as possible.

Doing so seemed to help. The moment she started, she felt Companion’s adrenaline production slow down.

Mildly.

“Welcome to the final mystery, Irulon. And Companion.”

Irulon looked over to find Kasita lounging in a large red chair that seemed to simply exist between the library shelves. Velvet carpet, velvet chair, even padded panels on the walls all covered in red velvet. If the rest of the world wasn’t giving her a headache, just the sight of this place would. Its decor alone was atrocious.

“Come. Have a seat,” Kasita said, pointing toward two chairs opposite from hers that had definitely not been there a moment ago.

Yet Irulon only knew that because of Companion’s perfect memory. If Irulon looked through only her own memory, she couldn’t remember a time when the room and its three chairs had not existed.

Given that Companion’s pallor was turning more and more ill, Irulon had a feeling that she should be glad for that, even if it was a disturbing concept.

“We weren’t planning on talking to people so soon, but I’m my own person and wanted to talk to some people. I’ve only recently figured out how to properly change myself and the universe so that I can freely do… Well, this.” Kasita waved a hand around at the velvet room. “Seeing you two peek in here made me want to pull you two in for a little explanation. I should grab Brakkt too, but maybe we’ll start with a little girl’s chat.

“Coming in here should help Companion as well,” Kasita continued after apparently taking notice of the former dragon’s wobbly stance. “I’ve untwisted the space here. Things should be relatively normal. Though I must caution the two of you against running off for any reason. The rest of this world is not so kind. You might end up tripping into a space that pulls you into an infinite number of directions at once, killing you instantly. Worse, you might run into Alyssa.”

A million questions crossed between Irulon and Companion’s mind in the span of an instant. Even debilitated as she was, Companion sought answers.

But Irulon was the first to speak, wanting to address the final thing that Kasita said. The confirmation that Alyssa was here in the Endless Expanse. “Why would finding Alyssa be a bad thing?” Had something happened to Alyssa? Had she been corrupted into becoming an enemy? Some hideous creature worse than any monster?

“Nothing like what you’re thinking. It’s just that looking at her does strange things to people. I— Or rather, we think that there was a reason why angels and everything else from this world is hidden from mortal eyes. For Alyssa, it seems as if you can’t not look at her once you’ve laid eyes on her. And she apparently doesn’t look… right. Not sure if the same applies to Tenebrael. She hasn’t bothered trying to show herself off to any mortals.

“As for me…”

Kasita waved a hand up and down herself, causing changes that had always been there yet never existed. Minor alterations to her body, the kind expected of a mimic. Except… Just from a cursory glance, neither Companion nor Irulon believed that they were looking at a mimic. They knew how mimics worked. Their familiarity with Kasita had only increased that knowledge over the period of time where they spent much time together, poking and prodding at her.

“I’m the god of change,” the former mimic proclaimed in an edict of utter truth.

For a long moment, no one said anything. Irulon simply stared, watching Kasita as she crossed her knees and reclined in her own velvet chair. Although clearly no longer a mimic, maybe no longer a mortal, the Kasita that Irulon knew was still sitting right there. All the mannerisms were present. The little individual cues that she had, the way her lips quirked and the tone of her voice. The giggle she made in Irulon’s ear. She was smiling and smug, but not fundamentally different from what she used to be like.

Companion, on the other hand, was mostly standing in a bit of a stupor. Her eyes were closed. Leaning into their link, Irulon found a few confusing feelings rising to prominence. The first was worry and fear. The sudden situation change, the twisted and changing landscape that she could remember being different yet had clearly always been, and even the differences that Irulon noticed in Kasita and dismissed were causing extreme stress. At the same time, she was clearly soaking in adrenaline. The sudden location changed worked toward that, as did the scent of this place. It was something Irulon couldn’t detect at all without using their link, but this place was inundated with magic so thoroughly that Companion’s skin was tingling in an almost painful manner. Her breath, already magical, felt like it might just ignite without any conscious action on her part because of the saturation.

Irulon’s companion was torn between moving forward into the room that Kasita promised would be better and remaining where she was simply to feel the conflicting sensations.

Eventually, Irulon grabbed Companion’s hand and forced her into the room, not wanting her to damage her body while Alyssa wasn’t around to fix it.

“So, you’re some kind of god now?” Irulon said as conversationally as possible as she slowly sank down into one of the vacant chairs. She honestly didn’t know what else to say. It was clear that things had changed with Kasita and the way they had been pulled into this world certainly wasn’t something that Irulon could even begin to process how to do with the magic she knew. But still, what did one say when presented with someone claiming to be a god?

Companion, breathing much easier now that she was in this small reading room, plopped herself down in the other chair far more casually. She looked—and felt—far more relaxed now. “You definitely taste different. Smell different. I don’t smell any of what you used to be on you now.”

“I’m good at changing things. Probably owing to my mimic nature. I’m different now because I really didn’t like my old self. This form is much better… it being far more suitable to navigating this place is also a nice side effect.”

“But a god?” Irulon said again, leaning forward. Until Alyssa’s arrival, Tenebrael had been the highest power that most people were aware of. Tenebrael was the deity of the world. The Juno Federation’s theocracy claimed that she was but a servant or monster of some other power, but the majority of Lyria didn’t buy into that theory all that much.

So to have claimed a power as high as Tenebrael…

“Unless we find something of a higher power than the Throne out there, then yes, I think god is an apt term. Alyssa doesn’t like it, but blagh to that. She still calls herself human if you can believe it. Fufu~”

“So she isn’t mortal either?”

“Oh no,” Kasita said with a hearty laugh, shoulders shaking. “Absolutely not. Alyssa is essentially the definition of omnipotence at the moment, even more than me. I grabbed some of the Throne’s power, but really, she’s the king of kings here. Yet… She sits about on the Throne all day, fretting about the morality of her actions while trying to figure out how to… be more like me, I guess.”

“Morality?”

“When you gain ultimate power over basically everything, you apparently start to worry about a whole lot of things. ‘I should stop all diseases,’ and ‘wars should stop too,’ or maybe ‘some parents aren’t kind to their children’ and stuff like that. But then she starts worrying about things like whether or not changing someone to be kind to their children is moral. She is highly opposed to mind control and rewriting someone to being essentially a completely different person is even worse. At the moment, we have Guardian Angels running around, trying to subtly guide things along a more gentle path. The more extreme cases she has delegated to Archangels, repurposing them—while she can be everywhere, technically, she needs the assistance. As I mentioned, people interacting with her tends to have a negative effect on their mental wellbeing. Which she also doesn’t like.”

“That’s…”

“Fascinating,” Irulon finished for Companion. “But you sound like you’re able to talk with Alyssa without trouble.”

“That’s correct.”

Companion beat Irulon to speaking. “Because you have the Throne’s power?”

“I see where this is going. The Throne is only designed for a single sitter. I’m essentially an angel at this point. A free angel. The only one so far, though Tenebrael is working on that problem for herself however. But to answer your unasked question, no. You can’t take the Throne’s power and use that to see Alyssa. Not without… significant changes. Ones that I think Alyssa would be opposed to at the moment. At least not before we have a whole lot more understanding about… well, everything. The Throne, despite being everything, didn’t exactly come with an instruction manual… as Alyssa likes to put it.”

Both Irulon and Companion leaned back in their chairs at the same time, both letting out a small sigh as they moved. Shame. She considered arguing, but Kasita was apparently not the one she needed to argue with. Judging by what Kasita said and how Companion had reacted to merely visiting this place, seeking out Alyssa was probably not wise. At the moment, anyway. If Irulon knew the current Alyssa at all, she knew that Alyssa was trying to figure out a way to be just a little more normal.

Eventually, they would come into contact with each other. When that happened, Irulon intended to have an entire series of arguments lined up for the benefit of tapping into the ultimate power of the universe.

Until then… “You can create anything?”

“I can indeed!”

“Tyrian wine? Imports have been poor lately.”

“Ah yes.” A pair of glasses featuring the richly scented liquor had always been on the table between Irulon and Companion’s chairs. “Slave labor, mostly using monsters. Guardians are disrupting the events, trying to convince the humans and monsters to be more equal.”

“Is that not under the umbrella of mind control? Influencing others against their will?”

“And now we’re arguing morality again. We believed that a convincing argument is influencing others, but not violating any deeper principles. That argument is merely being delivered by Guardians. But maybe you have a better idea of how things should work? Alyssa could honestly use the help… I think.”

“Adviser to the woman above all? How could I refuse?”
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                The universe wasn’t as large as it used to be. It hadn’t physically grown smaller in size. Quite the contrary, actually. There were systems of the Throne designed to expand and populate the physical universe in perpetuity. No actual conscious effort was needed to do so, though it also wasn’t a constant or quick thing. But, for Alyssa Meadows, even what little expansion there had been felt like nothing in the grand scheme of things.

It was a consequence of taking the Throne. It was everywhere. And everything. She could see the happenings of the past, of the future, and the present. All at once. Location didn’t matter. She could see Kasita on Earth, talking with her father. It happened a long time ago. Or maybe it hadn’t happened yet. With the Throne, she wasn’t sure that it mattered. If Alyssa desired, she could step in and stop anything from happening before Kasita got the idea, even though she already saw what transpired.

She didn’t. She didn’t want to interfere with anything. She didn’t want to bump, nudge, or otherwise influence anything. Kasita thought she was afraid of mind controlling people. She was—taking away agency seemed like a fairly reprehensible action—but that wasn’t her true fear. If Alyssa didn’t want Kasita to talk to her father, it wasn’t just that she would take away the choice by changing something. There never would have been a choice in the first place.

After meeting Tenebrael and discovering what those black books were for, Alyssa hadn’t liked the idea of them. In the battle between fate and determinism, Alyssa leaned heavily into the determinism side of things. The idea that her life had never been under her own control was a frightening one. Having come into contact with the Throne, she knew that she hadn’t been part of some grand plot of fate… and she didn’t want to inflict that upon others.

At the same time, giving everyone completely free choice to do whatever they wanted led to dictators, torturers, rapists, murderers, and all manner of atrocious sorts. At the moment, she had ordered the Guardian Angels and Archangels to guide people, subtle influences toward escape from horrible situations or, where possible, to prevent people from becoming horrors in the first place. She had to do something. She couldn’t just… not.

But how much was too little? How much was too much?

Would it be better to completely rewrite reality? Have people live in little theme-park versions of the universe where everything went just perfect all the time? A Truman’s Show for everyone? Shove everyone into the Matrix and be done with it all?

If she wanted, she was pretty sure she could literally give every unique individual their own universe to play in, populated by soulless actors that would go about, doing whatever. If the unique individual wanted to kill them, love them, or even ignore them, that would be possible. But… was that the right thing to do?

Alyssa didn’t think so.

And going to that extreme would likely have detrimental effects on reality.

It had to do with the way souls interacted. Alyssa had seen it back when she only had access to Tenebrael’s power. Little slivers of souls jumping around to other nearby souls. Those little jumps brought with them an enriching effect. People rubbed off on each other, literally. Every interaction built someone up, filling them full of life and energy.

Which, when they died, ended up returned to the universe, effectively powering all things. It wasn’t far fetched to say that the currently living populace of the universe would not be able to exist without their ancestors… for more than the simple act of being born, that was. The Throne did have some reserves, packed away deep within its burning engine of all things. Those reserves could probably last for several thousands of generations.

But for Alyssa, thousands of generations was a mere blink.

She could see no way of altering the universe to work differently, even with all the power of the Throne. It had likely been designed this way originally because it was the best way to operate the universe. Sure, she could obliterate the universe entirely. Maybe starting over from nothing would reveal a different way to go about things. Those generations of energy stored up would last for a near eternity while not powering something like the universe, so she would have time to experiment, explore, and figure things out.

Obliterating inhabited universes seemed like an even worse thing to do than to simply mind control everyone.

So that option was out.

Right out.

Even thinking about it felt dangerous. Alyssa didn’t think she would ever actually do it, but it being a possibility was frightening enough as it was. With eternity to spend sitting on the Throne, she couldn’t claim that it would never even happen. If there was one small consolation, it was that she was still immune to the Throne’s predictive machine. She couldn’t see a future where she would do such a thing. Her present self didn’t have to watch something so terrible. Of course, she couldn’t see a future where she never decided on it either, but the absence of something was not proof of its nonexistence. There was always the possibility of either outcome, so long as she remained on the Throne.

So for now, the universe would tick forward as it was with as few changes as possible.

Most of those changes, she was leaving up to Kasita. Another reason she didn’t want to interfere with Kasita’s eventual—current—past discussion with Irulon and Companion. Maybe Kasita had the right of things. And Kasita was significantly less omniscient than Alyssa was, which somehow made it better. Like she wasn’t plotting her changes to have a definite eventual outcome.

If there was one thing that Alyssa was glad to have discovered, it was that she might be able to be the same again someday. Someday soon, hopefully. Alyssa’s omniscience came from the Throne. While, at the moment, she and the Throne were almost synonymous, that almost was equivalent to the gulf between two stars. She should be able to distance herself from the Throne enough to at least be seen by mortals without doing what she did to Bercilak. And she was hoping that the distancing would come with a little less omniscience and omnipotence.

For some reason, imposing her will on others through battle, argument, or simply asking someone to do something seemed a whole lot more acceptable when she didn’t know everything. Or maybe it was the method. But when she could simply know the right words to say to someone to get the result that she wanted, conversationally asking someone was the same as mind control.

It was a dilemma and, if she were being honest, it was the main reason she was still here. That she hadn’t really tried to leave since visiting the demons. She couldn’t not know everything.

At least not until now.

Alyssa was fairly certain that she had figured out how she might be able to live a relatively normal life. Disconnecting from the Throne was simply not possible. Not now that she was connected to it. Simply standing up and walking away didn’t work. The Throne was everything and everywhere. After having hooked into its direct access point, she couldn’t break that connection. But, most importantly, she was still a separate being from the Throne. Alyssa was still Alyssa. The Throne was the Throne. They were not synonymous with each other, even if they shared a great deal elsewhere.

And that one degree of separation was enough that she thought she should be able to walk around without the full flood of information that the Throne constantly processed going through her head. She would still know that she was the Throne, but she would be able to ignore it. More or less. The exact details remained to be seen. Although she was connected to the Throne itself, the Infinite-State Machine’s Tree Diagram could still not predict her with any degree of accuracy. In fact, she was pretty sure that it was even less adept at discerning her actions than before, though she had no real proof of that.

She was, she had discovered, an aberration in the mortal code. Not a completely unique one. Just an uncommon one. Or so it was suspected. Most people like her probably lived their entire lives without interacting with anything divine. Some might see an angel as she had, but just dismiss it as a cosplayer, a trick of the light, or them being too tired and not seeing things right. Most angels didn’t stick around to chat, after all. A figment of the imagination was the likely answer most minds would jump to. Especially when most angels would not wind up teleporting the aberrations to a whole other world to be let loose to do as they wished. The Throne didn’t know what they were—what she was—only that they were the most capable beings in terms of managing, running, and otherwise ruling over the Throne. The Throne’s previous occupant had likely created the Seraphim with the express purpose of removing all threats to their rule. Threats like Alyssa.

And then got bored and walked away to find something else to do? That was the best guess Alyssa had. Details on the previous occupant of the Throne were scarce. The great library that recorded everything apparently did not record the Throne itself. It was too esoteric even to the Virtues that were designed to understand such things. No matter where she looked, she couldn’t find any of the Second and Third Sphere angels that had actually interacted with her predecessor. They all seemed to think they knew someone who had, but when asked who, they all came up blank. They weren’t faking either. Alyssa could tell.

The First Sphere angels were… not really conversational. If they spoke, it was solely to report diagnostic information. Even the Virtues and Authorities had some personality, buried as it might be. Going with that, the First Sphere angels very much lived in the moment. They weren’t designed to remember everything they came across, only to respond to various things they were programmed for. If any of them had met their creator, they wouldn’t even know it themselves.

Although the Seraphim were designed to kill beings like her, Alyssa hadn’t gotten rid of them just yet. Locked in her moral dilemmas as she was, Alyssa might not be the most effective ruler of everything. But she could think of several individuals off the top of her head who would be far worse at the job. Worse in terms of people who might actually decide to wipe the slate clean. The Seraphim were protection against that, at the moment. Though she wasn’t actually sure that they were needed.

Knowing what she did now, Alyssa couldn’t see any possible way to take the Throne’s power while someone was actively sitting on it. Even with Tenebrael and Kasita at her side, she doubted she would have been able to do what she had to a populated Throne. Maybe there was some other thing that the previous occupant had feared that would make the Seraphim necessary, but she couldn’t fathom what it might have been. As it was, she was just glad that the Throne had been vacant and the Seraphim operating off only their most base of instructions with no guiding hand behind their movements.

“Procrastinating again?”

Alyssa glanced up, already knowing that she would find Tenebrael drifting past the line of Seraphim defenders. Despite Alyssa having effectively elevated the angel’s privileges to the same level as the Seraphim, she still gave them a wary look as she floated past. They didn’t even register the Dominion of Nod’s presence. They were blind to angels under most circumstances.

Angels, after all, lacked souls. Individually, anyway. With the Throne being an engine fueling the universe from souls, and angels receiving that power…

“Why not go for a walk? Get up and stretch your legs a little. You don’t even have to go somewhere populated. I hear the insides of black holes are quite the experience.”

Blinking, Alyssa found herself experiencing everything there was to experience about black holes. It was certainly a wondrous experience, looking out into the universe… Or it would have been an exciting experience, were it not for the Throne. For one, the Throne immediately drilled everything there was to know into her head the moment the thought crossed her mind. All without the wonder or awe that such an experience should elicit.

For two, the Throne was so much more that all she could utter was an unimpressed, “Huh.”

“‘Huh,’ she says.” Tenebrael slowly shook her eyes. “Spotted Kasita talking with your mortal friends. The two that share their souls. Don’t want to go pop in and say hello?”

“No matter when that actually occurs, I can always join them. Waiting a while won’t change anything.”

“It changes you,” Tenebrael said, voice suddenly a little hard. “You might not think I’ve noticed with my own little project underway, but you haven’t come to visit me even once. I thought you said you enjoyed our little chats.”

“It was always you coming to me.”

“But now, you can come to me. And you haven’t. You haven’t gone to anyone except those demons and that first guy, whatever his name was.”

“Would it make you happy if I went to you at every step along the way? Each of those moments and this moment are so close together that it would be like walking across a room.”

“See? That’s what I’m talking about… Mortal Alyssa wouldn’t have hatched that kind of a plan. I mean, maybe… but probably not. Not after we got to be friends, anyway. The longer you sit on this Throne all by yourself, the more you’re going to be like this. The more you’re going to think that it is acceptable to us to do these kinds of things.” Tenebrael crossed her arms, putting on an obvious pout. “Honestly, I’m surprised you’re not just making me think that we’re having this conversation to placate me while you go off and brood in the corner.”

Alyssa just about told her that she wouldn’t notice one way or the other, but that was probably the wrong decision given the direction of the conversation. An instant revelation of the proceedings had she actually spoken her mind revealed that her decision was the correct one. Unless, of course, she had decided to speak and went back to change it to where she hadn’t spoken… That was a possibility. She wasn’t even sure if she would know the difference.

The Throne really complicated even little things.

Alyssa was fairly certain that she hated it.

“Come. Speak with Irulon. Actually speak with her. Not just…” Tenebrael waved a hand vaguely about the Throne.

“I can’t. If she sees me—”

“I know you’ve been working on a way around that. I know you finished shortly after we visited the demons.” Tenebrael tapped a black fingernail against her temple. “Connected to the Throne, remember?”

“It isn’t perfect yet.”

“Nothing ever is. And if you wait, you’ll just fall further from your mortal roots. It happens to angels. Guardians, Principalities, even Dominions all get to see humans often. Frequently. For some of us, it is our jobs. But the Virtues? Authorities? The entire First Sphere? They—”

“Are designed that way.”

“Were they? Or did they simply shed everything they didn’t need to perform their duties, lacking stimuli outside the Throne.” Tenebrael extended a hand up and out, reaching for Alyssa. She stopped part way, unwilling to be the one to actually initiate contact. “Come for a small walk. A break. You need to get away and I know you’ve figured out a way to do so without everything falling to pieces.”

“That’s…”

Alyssa appeared in front of the Throne, standing on the first step that led down to the rest of the room. Tenebrael didn’t flinch, but she did back a respectful distance away, lowering her hand as she moved. Though Alyssa found herself confused. She hadn’t… meant to do anything at all. Not that she could remember, anyway. And, oddly enough, trying to remember came up blank. The first time anything she had thought about came up blank. She blinked twice, looking around.

And instantly understood what she had done as she looked at the Throne.

She saw herself on the Throne, seated in a menacing pose. Slouched. One elbow planted on the armrest with her knuckles supporting her head. One leg crossed over the other. The kind any hero would hesitate to approach upon seeing. The kind of pose a villain would have in a comic book.

In her defense, it was a very comfortable pose on a mildly uncomfortable seat.

But seeing that copy of herself, she knew that there was nothing inside it. Well… Nothing active. It held her soul at the moment. That soul, much like the twin souls of Irulon and Companion, was linked to the body she was currently inhabiting. Her consciousness was in the body standing on the steps. The Throne held an empty shell. One that was still collecting all the information the Throne could provide, but it wasn’t transmitting that information to her. It was her plan, her way of getting around being the Throne. The one degree of separation required to live a relatively normal life.

She must have wiped her own memory of future and past events, for Alyssa knew only a little more than she… felt she should have known were she mortal.

At the same time, she could feel the precautions she had built into herself. If this body died, her soul would snap back into the body on the Throne. If something approached the Throne, this body would go idle as the consciousness of her soul would be forced back to the Throne. There was a certain passphrase etched into the back of her mind that would send her to the Throne as well. Just in case. Just in such an event that the Throne come under attack by angry angels, other aberrations like her, or even other unplanned events.

So… it should be safe to leave. At least, in terms of letting the Throne out of her sight. Whether or not mortals witnessing her would still cause… issues was a question that she could no longer answer. Not without going back to the Throne. Surely she wouldn’t have let herself go about on her own if it would cause issues, but perhaps a quick test was necessary.

Without even thinking about it, Alyssa was in front of a certain jail cell within Lyria. Not the dungeons of the palace, but the more conventional cells for regular criminals. This particular cell contained an old friend of hers. “Hello Cid,” she said, keeping her tone pleasant and light.

It was the middle of the night at the moment. He didn’t have windows in his cell, but there were some at the end of the corridor for him to tell the passing of days with. But despite the late hour, Cid was not sleeping.

He hadn’t been sleeping well as of late. The already itchy blanket that was essentially all he had for a bed had become infested with vermin. He was scheduled for a shaving and a bath, but not for a week from this point. Alyssa remembered that much from before, meaning she had deliberately left herself with that knowledge. She couldn’t just close her eyes and picture anyone else’s immediate future.

But knowing his immediate future would mean that she should know if her presence was causing any problems.

So far, it didn’t seem to be. He was just staring at her, squinting slightly. The squint was probably because of the bright glow in her eyes.

“Remember me? It’s been… almost a year now, so I don’t blame you if you’ve forgotten. I hear you’re being used for labor these days. Harsh labor. Probably the least that you deserve.”

“Who are you?” His voice was raspy. Not from overuse, but lack of use.

“It doesn’t matter. If you do as I say for the next few moments, I’ll make your stay here slightly more pleasant. How does that sound?” Cleaning up the vermin was honestly not even for him. It was for the poor guards who had to interact with him. “Close your eyes,” she said. He obeyed a whole lot quicker than she would have expected, and without objection or further question, making her a little nervous about her using Throne powers to force it, but… She had left memories of his future intact meaning that she had known he would be compliant beforehand. So she didn’t wait long before asking her question. “Can you still see me?”

After making a disgruntled face, he blinked his eyes open. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Alyssa shrugged. That was as good as a response as she cared to get. Without answering, she returned to the Endless Expanse, taking all the vermin of the jailhouse with her. Every rat, flea, mite, and everything else instantly vanished upon arrival, dispersing into nothingness.

Tenebrael was still waiting, raising an eyebrow.

“It’s fine,” Alyssa said. “I was just checking something really quick. On to Irulon?”

Tenebrael glanced up to the body on the Throne then back down to Alyssa. Slowly, she shook her head. “Well, at least you’re going for a walk. I think.” With that, she turned and started drifting away.

Alyssa followed in tow. Not that they had to go very far. Neither of them were particularly restricted by spacial limitations and the Endless Expanse had very few such constraints as it was. They appeared in a velvety alcove in just a few seconds.

Which caused Kasita to jump right up from the chair she was occupying. Alyssa could feel space twisting, moving in the way that Kasita tended to make it when she got bored. Alyssa could tell that she was trying to seal off Irulon and Companion in their own little universe before they could catch sight of Alyssa. But there was no need for such protections at the moment. Alyssa just waved a hand, canceling the changes before they could truly begin.

“It’s alright. I think I’m fine to be seen at the moment.”

“Are you sure?”

Alyssa looked to Irulon and Companion, both of whom had to stand up to face Alyssa. Neither of them would be able to see Tenebrael—not now, but perhaps that was something Alyssa could fix—but they could clearly see the fleshy body standing before them. “Feeling any headaches, nausea, impending feelings of doom, or early-onset insanity?”

Neither spoke for just a moment before they both crossed their arms as one.

“Hm,” Companion said.

“Good to see you, I suppose. How long were you planning on hiding out here?”

“I’m not sure how long its been. Had to erase a large chunk of my memory. I…” Alyssa shook her head with a small chuckle. That chuckle turned to a sorry laugh before she took a few more steps forward and wrapped an arm around both Irulon and Companion’s shoulders. “I should have done it a long time ago. Sorry.”

            

    
        050.001 Postlude - Tenebrael

    
    
    
    
                “Can you actually do this?”

Tenebrael stared down at the angelic script covering every inch of every tome in her private quarters. Enochian was a dense language. Each individual character could hold a bounty of information. Hundreds of filled tomes were laid out, open with the efforts of countless hours of research and investigation. Of discovering exactly what the true nature of angels really was.

She still wasn’t sure she understood everything perfectly. But she hoped that what she understood was enough to fulfill her desires. A new beginning. A new lease on life. Freedom. The ability to do whatever it was that came to mind without worrying about restrictions and impediments. No need to maintain a diet of human souls to fuel her free will.

Technically, she probably didn’t need to do anything. Alyssa had proclaimed new orders for Tenebrael in specific. She essentially said that Tenebrael was free to do as she wished, using any amount of power of the Throne at will. But, perhaps like how Alyssa wanted to get out from under angelic influences, Tenebrael wanted to maintain her own independence independent of Alyssa’s whims. Though she probably wouldn’t do anything.

“Alyssa could probably have done this an eon ago. But she’s afraid of changing people into people who they aren’t. But I’m pretty sure that I’ve designed a method to do the same thing without needing her involvement.”

Iosefael shrunk in on herself, shoulders slumping as her back hunched. “You’re going to use me as a test subject?”

“A test subject? My dear friend? How could I?”

Crossing her arms, Iosefael turned her expression to a hard glare. “Somehow, I don’t imagine it would be that difficult for you.”

“Well, I hate to dampen your hopes, but I’ve already tested this on myself first.” Tenebrael spread her arms and wings wide, gesturing to herself after a moment. “Can’t you tell?”

Iosefael didn’t respond right away, looking Tenebrael up and down first. She slowly shook her head. “You seem the same to me.”

“Good. Then it is working… I think. Probably. I mean, I don’t feel a need to return to Nod and oversee anything, so I think it is working.”

“Is that a good thing? Shouldn’t you be there, collecting souls?”

“Did you hear? I’ve got a fleet of Principalities working for me now. I exiled them originally because I didn’t want them reporting back here what I was doing, but there is no need to worry about that anymore. So I’m sure they can handle things in my absence.”

“Then you should be doing your original duties, managing the world and… You don’t care. Do you?”

“Nope! Managing the world? Unnecessary in today’s day and age. If anything slips, who cares? The Throne doesn’t. Even better, although you say nothing has changed with me, that isn’t true in the slightest! I don’t care.”

“You’ve never cared.”

“Not true. I’ve just ignored how much I cared in the past thanks to a certain deal with a devil and a healthy diet. Now, I need neither and I still don’t care! Isn’t it great?”

“Is it?” Iosefael didn’t look impressed. Rather, she looked disappointed. “And you want to do that to me? Make me not care about things? I don’t want that.”

Tenebrael shook her head slowly. “You’re misunderstanding. With our change in leadership, we’re not beholden to our old raison d'etre. We can have a choice. I can give us a choice, all of us. I mean, Alyssa could give it too, but she’s all worried about taking away who we are. Also she’s busy pretending to be mortal. But the point is, you can continue to care about souls or mortals or whatever it is that you want to care about. You’ll just be able to choose against that if you want.”

“And you think that is a good idea?”

Iosefael was still against it? Even after the explanation? Now Tenebrael was frowning, wondering just what the Principality was thinking. “How could it not be a good idea? You don’t want agency?”

Walking around the distant tower of the Endless Expanse, Iosefael didn’t answer right away. She moved up to the wall, gently grazing her fingers across its smooth surface. When she spoke, she didn’t turn around to face Tenebrael. “It isn’t me I’m worried about. I think I know myself well enough. But I can’t say that every angel out there is as… pleasant as you and I. Adrael harmed a mortal even with everything in place. We are high above humans. If one of us gets in our heads that it would be a good idea to harm mortals, no one could stop us but other angels. A battle like that would hardly be pleasant for anyone in the vicinity.”

“Alyssa could stop any such nonsense.”

“Could she? Before it starts?”

“The Throne—”

“She isn’t on the Throne. You said it yourself. She’s off playing as a mortal.”

That… might be a good point, Tenebrael thought with a frown. Alyssa had said that there were some protections to keep certain things from happening while she was away. But did those protections include a way to stop a bunch of angels from rampantly running about, causing havoc? Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all. At least not now. In time, Alyssa would surely abandon the mortal act. Then experimenting further would be a good idea.

But until she came back…

“You aren’t going to go kill mortals. You love mortals!”

Iosefael turned back, frowning at Tenebrael. “You don’t know that! What if I’m made to be this way?”

“I don’t think that matters. You are you. My discovery will simply let you act as you wish you could act. Instead of bearing witness to some atrocity without intervening because even Alyssa’s orders to guide the worlds down a gentler path aren’t enough to act on some things, you’ll be able to step in and stop some poor human child from being hit by a car. Or whatever crisis catches your attention.”

“What if I shove a child in front of a car!”

Tenebrael blinked, feeling somewhat exhausted with the Principality’s protests. “Do you want to do that?”

“No!” Iosefael practically wailed.

“Then… You won’t. Simple as that.” Taking in a long breath, Tenebrael decided to put an end to the discussion where it was. She had wanted to offer a gift to her fellow angels. Agency. Complete and total agency—barring direct orders from Alyssa, which was something that she didn’t think would ever be able to change simply because of the Throne. However, if they were going to act like this… Maybe they weren’t quite ready for the responsibility? That sounded like a wise way to put it.

“Just think about it, alright?” Tenebrael said. “Nothing is going to happen today. Maybe we can even go talk to Alyssa about it. What is she up to anyway?”

Ever since deciding to head back to the mortal worlds, things around Alyssa had been pure chaos. Literally. Even with her connected to the Throne, nothing could actually predict her actions. Or maybe, she was unpredictable especially because she was connected to the Throne.

But being what she was, every angel was constantly aware of exactly where she was at any given time. That information filtered through the Throne and to each of them, ready to update them whenever they asked.

And at the moment, she was on Nod.

In a flash of feathers, Tenebrael vanished from the Endless Expanse, leaving Iosefael behind. The Principality would catch up if she wanted. The place she appeared in was familiar. Most of Nod was familiar. All of it, really. But it was not where she really expected to find Alyssa.

“Out in the woods alone?”

At one point in time, a sudden voice from behind would have startled the former mortal. Or at least given her a little surprise until she recognized the voice. But not anymore. Alyssa didn’t even look around the cascade of feathers for an single moment before honing in on Tenebrael’s position nearby. Iridescence gleamed in her eyes for a brief instant before they settled to a natural brown.

But, despite making eye contact, she didn’t answer Tenebrael’s questions. In lieu, she put a finger over her mouth before turning back slowly and carefully, watching through the trees. At what, Tenebrael could hardly say. There were things around of all shapes and sizes, but she had scarcely been able to predict Alyssa before. Now it was absolutely impossible.

Still, the situation was a bit odd. Alyssa was covered in leaves and mud. Enough to rustle when she made small movements. Just turning her head around caused quite a bit of noise, though it was mostly drowned out by a mild breeze rustling the leaves of all the trees. The hand she had used to shush Tenebrael was up still, pointed in a way that made Tenebrael think she was going to cast a spell of some sort. And she was slowly scanning the area, turning her head back and forth.

Hunting?

Tenebrael didn’t think that Alyssa had any need to hunt. She had been able to create food before well enough. Now, even split from the Throne in the strange way that she was, she could still create everything that came to mind.

Before Tenebrael could ponder the strange situation any further, the breaking of a branch snapped through the air. Alyssa whirled, but it was too late. A beast leaped from the shadows of the woods, maw wide open, ready to catch Alyssa’s spell-casting arm. The teeth bit down, though they failed to puncture Alyssa’s skin. It did afford the relic enough of a grip to swing Alyssa up into the air as it thrashed its head.

Alyssa hit the ground on her side with a mild groan—far less than would be expected from any other mortal in the same situation. The relic pounced while she was down, landing a taloned foot right on her chest.

Tenebrael considered intervening at several different points. None of which actually resulted in any action. Alyssa was in no danger. Even if she wasn’t part of the Throne, she would probably still be in no danger; Tenebrael recognized this particular relic.

“Alright, alright. You got me this time Izsha.”

With that, the draken promptly got off Alyssa, affording her the space needed to stand.

“No?” Alyssa said, brushing the mud and plants off herself. She just made a few motions with her hand, but it all cleared away. “I wasn’t going easy on you. What makes you say that?”

The draken made a few noises that sounded a lot like whining in Tenebrael’s perfect opinion. But apparently Alyssa had bothered to figure out how to decipher them.

“You thought I had you? I didn’t look right at you. I…” Alyssa narrowed her eyes, shooting Tenebrael a glare. “I got distracted with something else. It must have blocked my line of sight. We have a visitor.”

The moment Alyssa spoke, Tenebrael felt it. A wash of power greater than any she had ever witnessed. Some fundamental facet of reality had just changed. She knew that in her very core. What, exactly, changed did not elude her for long. The draken turned its head, looking directly at her. She was on full display for more than just Alyssa’s eyes.

“Please,” Tenebrael said with an intentional sarcastic note. She puffed herself up and spread out her wings just a little. Enough to hopefully be a little more impressive. “You can’t do things like that without warning me. What if I’m not looking my best?”

“You always look the same to me. You were even wearing that same black dress when I first met you.”

Tenebrael grinned. “You’re saying that I’m always at my best? Why thank you. You’re looking rather… Your face still has some green and brown paint all over it.”

Sighing, Alyssa shook her head. Her hair, much longer now than it had been before, obscured her face for just an instant before the paint vanished. Tenebrael wasn’t sure why she bothered with the theatrics. Both the shaking head thing and the brushing herself off earlier. Neither should have been necessary. She was just having fun? Or maybe it was for the benefit of the other mortals? The draken, for instance. Tenebrael didn’t know what benefit it might be, but presumably it was some mortal thing that Tenebrael just didn’t understand.

“So? What’s up?” Alyssa asked, leaning up against and resting an arm on Izsha’s side. She gave it a few rough pats before stopping to simply scratch the scales idly.

Tenebrael stopped just short of telling Alyssa what had just transpired. It wasn’t an immediate concern. Angels did not have the constraints of time applied to them as mortals did. The Endless Expanse would still be there. The mortals, on the other hand, had limited time. Unless Alyssa decided to do something about that. But near as Tenebrael could tell, all the mortals around Alyssa were still just that: Mortal. Tenebrael didn’t know what her plans were and hadn’t asked. She was pretty sure that not even Alyssa knew the answer.

So instead of bringing up Iosefael, Tenebrael just shrugged her shoulders. “Nothing much. Just a little bored.”

“Bored.” Alyssa spoke in a flat tone of voice as if she couldn’t believe such a thing. But, after a moment, she made a soft humming noise. “Irulon has been asking about you a whole bunch ever since I came back. If you are interested in spending time with a mortal, I’m sure she would be happy to endlessly question you.”

“Question me? About what? I would have thought that, with you here, she would have all the answers that she could ever want.”

“I might be pretending to know less than I actually do,” Alyssa said, speaking a whole lot softer than she normally did. “She is so driven with her magic research… I’d hate to take that away from her by parading around like I know all the mysteries of the universe. Maybe someday, after I’ve thought a bit more, we can have a chat about… various things. Until then, she seems perfectly happy to investigate me. Which might be part of why I’m hiding out here at the moment.” Patting Izsha once again, Alyssa let out a small chuckle that ended in more of an exasperated sigh than anything else.

“Mhm… And she isn’t completely disillusioned with me being the god of this realm after finding out that I’m just one of many Dominions? After having seen the Endless Expanse? After… everything, I guess.”

“Not as disillusioned as you might suspect. You are still her god, after all.” Alyssa put on a bright grin. “Though, I’m sure that if you keep popping up and talking to her in the same way that you did with me, she’ll quickly see you for what you truly are.”

“A menace?”

“A bit. But maybe also something of a friend.”

Tenebrael had to scoff at that. “A friend with some random mortal? Not likely.”

“Really? You were so excited when you found me. At least after the whole assuming I was just going to die on Earth thing. And didn’t you have a mortal friend long ago? Someone else like me who could talk to you?”

“You are and he was vastly different from any random mortal.”

“Were we?”

“Of course! You are… well… you. He was the king of the First City.”

“Really? I hadn’t heard that part of the story.”

“I’m sure the Throne knew.”

Alyssa shrugged. “If it did, I forgot.”

Says the person who just admitted to knowing more than she said she knew. Not that it was that big of a deal. “He is… well, the person who made me who I am today. A special one to me. The first soul I consumed too—a deal with the devil granted me the knowledge of how to do that. And… well, that same deal gave me the power to affect the world, which I promptly used to… found my own religion.” Among other things. Alyssa probably knew the whole story now, but if she didn’t, she would know eventually. “Although my contract with the demons ran out, I did maintain my diet. That gave me the agency to break some of my restrictions. Enough so that I was able to find you.”

“Sorry,” Alyssa said softly. “Didn’t mean to bring up bad memories.”

Tenebrael waved her off. “They’re hardly bad. I’m just trying to say that the two of you are easily the only two mortals I have ever viewed as important. I just have a feeling that anyone else will be hard pressed to live up to your… youness. And, you two could see me without being on death’s door. That is quite an attractive attribute, in my opinion.”

In response, Alyssa merely patted Izsha right on top of its head… with enough force to get the draken to growl a little, looking in her direction before settling its slit-pupil eyes back on Tenebrael. After waiting a moment more, Alyssa raised an eyebrow.

“You aren’t restricted anymore.”

The words hit Tenebrael. Hard enough that Iosefael would probably have had an idiom for the situation. She was free to do as she wished. She was free as any mortal, able to make decisions even if they went against the predictions of the Tree Diagram, something she now knew that she had been unable to go against in the past. She could truly become the god of this world. Do more than just be a name behind an empty religion, created for no particular reason other than her own vanity.

Before she could think more, Alyssa continued.

“Sure, nobody might be as important as me or that king to you, but that doesn’t mean that there aren’t interesting folk out there. You could go be seen by the whole world, if you want. All mortals should be able to see you just like I could, if you want. So why not run around? Talk with a few mortals. See if you find anyone interesting.”

“I doubt I’ll find anyone as interesting as you,” Tenebrael said, momentarily finding some words.

“True. But I’ll always be around. You know how to find me.”

Tenebrael looked off into the distance. A young girl had just fallen into a water well in Teneville. Guardian Angels were already trying to direct the people who could help into position to rescue her, per Alyssa’s orders toward a softer existence.

But what if she went instead? What if Dominion Tenebrael manifested to save the life of a young innocent girl instead of only coming after death to retrieve the soul? Tenebrael would have everyone’s eyes, everyone’s attention. And, for the first time, perhaps she might actually be worthy of the title all the mortals gave her.

A new temple needed to be erected anyway. She could do that while she was in the area.

“Maybe…” Alyssa’s smile turned to a pained cringe. “Maybe don’t do anything that’s going to get a million questions thrown my way? Things have only just started calming down since my return and I still get enough as it is.”

“That doesn’t sound like my problem. I’m sure that someone of your prestige can handle whatever gets sent your way.”

Alyssa sighed. Looking at Izsha, she said, “How do you feel about a vacation? Maybe to a whole new planet? Doesn’t that sound fun and exciting?”

Fun, Tenebrael thought to herself as she exploded into a thousand black feathers.

This will be fun.

            
